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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.”  
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The Census tells us there are now more farms in Franklin County than there were five years ago and that 
the average size of those farms has gotten somewhat smaller. Translated into hard numbers, Franklin 
County has gained 70 farms while losing 9,000 acres of farmland between 2002 and 2007. The net result 
is 388 farms (an increase of 22 percent) averaging 150 acres in size (a decrease of 18 percent).  
 
A majority of the farms operate on 50 to 179 acres with 55% of that land in woodland.   
This would indicate that as more farms begin operations in the county, they tend to be smaller in scale and are 
focused on vegetables and other truck crops and small animal agriculture.  Market value of production in 2007 
was $8,423,000 -- up 41% from 2002.   
 
While these values represent both wholesale and retail sales, the ability of local farms to keep more sales dollars 
is growing.  In 2008, 39 farm stands/nurseries/greenhouses where open to the public.  Additionally, there was one 
farmers market serving multiple communities.  Six farms offered pick-your-own fruits and vegetables.  These 

retail opportunities helped to increase net farm income.  Eighty-nine percent of those surveyed in 2002, as part of 
a statewide marketing survey, felt that buying local product strengthened Maine’s economy.  Agriculture also gets 
a boost from the Agriculture Fair in Farmington drawing over 35,000 people in 2008. 
 
The increase in the number of small farms and the decrease in the number of large farms, namely dairy 
farms, have been occurring for many years. The numbers are not surprising. Nor are they necessarily 
troubling. It depends. 
   
At worst, the statistics are an indication of the end of agriculture as we know it. At best, they are an 
indication of agriculture in transition, or what long-time Franklin County farmer Herbert (Bussie) York 
means when he says:  
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“There are no big institutions you can take your products to now; it’s all about diversification; 
you try to position yourself.”   

 
As agricultural historian Clarence Day observed in Farming in Maine 1860-1940, Maine agriculture has 
always been about change. “Constant adaptation to constant change - that is both the key to and summary 
of farming in Maine,” he wrote. In an upbeat moment, he might have added that it was also the key to the 
success of Maine farmers and farming. 
 
There are many engines driving the change this time around in Franklin County: the loss of traditional 
markets to national and global competition; growing demand for locally grown food in the name of food 
safety and security; the high cost of land and lack of access to capital for start up enterprises; entrance of 
business entrepreneurs into the field of agriculture; and the growing role of technology in farming. 

  
So what does the changing face of agriculture in 
Franklin County look like? To begin with, there 
are the dairy farmers who have, by economic 
necessity, switched to organic production. “If I 
hadn’t switched I wouldn’t be milking cows 
today,” says long-time dairy farmer Thayden 
Farrington. 
 
Then there are the “others.”  
While diversity is a growing movement – to not 
put all of one’s eggs in the proverbial basket, there 
are those have turned to what is called “niche” farming -- raising special products for special markets both 
inside and outside the state. By adding value to their milk, meat, fruits and vegetables, they are producing 
award-winning cheese, gourmet sausages, mouth watering fruit pies and spicy garlic scapes, to name but a 
few of their products.  
 
Niche or not, many are turning to more sustainable means of production: certified organic growers, grass-fed 
cattle, biofuels, and greenhouses to extend the growing season. Many are engaged in new ways of marketing, 
selling direct to their customers through seasonal farmers markets,  pick-your own operations or by selling 
Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) shares in their farm at the beginning of the growing season in 
exchange for vegetables and poultry products throughout the season. Many have taken advantage of Maine’s 
Senior Farm Share program, which is in fact a federally funded variant of the CSA model. 
 
Many are using the Internet. Many are wholesaling to year-round farm stores. And many are selling through 
the new kid on the block: a virtual farmers market called the Western Maine Market and operated as a pilot 
project of the Western Mountains Alliance. All this and more is happening in Franklin County. 
 
�
*�����	��"���������
To understand how we can expand the agriculture sector in the Franklin County, we need to examine how the 
county economy is functioning relative to Maine and the Nation.   
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Age Distribution for Franklin County 2007
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Trends in population and industry growth all have a bearing on labor markets and the success of expanding the 
agriculture sector in Franklin County.  Franklin County’s population is relatively stagnant, only growing at a rate 
of 1.3% in 10 years. Slow population growth indicates that a future labor pool may not be available for 
community and economic development opportunities. In addition, if population growth remains low, consumer 
spending at the local level will also be limited and will impact other economic activity as well.   
 
As chart 12 illustrates, 66% of those living in Franklin County are 
between the ages of 18 and 64, with a median age of 40.  Fourteen 
percent are 65 or over, indicating that the labor force is aging and 
will be reaching retirement age in the coming years.  With 20% of 
the population under 18, there is also a base labor pool that existing 
and new businesses will be able to draw on. However, trends in the 
rate of change for age groups suggest that the area’s future labor 
force may be inadequate to meet employment demands.��
 
The rate of change for age groups indicate which age groups are 
leaving or migrating to the county. In the years 1990 to 2007, the number of people under 18 declined by 21.4%.  
In that same period, the population of people 65 and over increased by 17.1%.  These trends indicate that the 
future labor force may need to come from outside the County.   

 
Another economic indicator is the educational level of 
the workforce.  A highly educated workforce is needed 
to attract potential employers to the region and to 
maintain the quality and viability of existing businesses.  
As Chart 23 indicates, 35% of the County’s population 
completed only high school while 27% completed 
college.  Nationally, 24% of the population has 
completed college. It is important to maintain and 
increase the number of local people completing college 
in order to diversify Franklin County’s economy and 
develop the kind of value added businesses needed to 
expand the agricultural sector.   
 

When looking at employment growth by industry, it is no surprise that the agriculture, forestry, fishing and 
hunting industry category lost approximately 35% of jobs from 2000 to 2007.  The growth in jobs in Franklin 
County is in the service sector, with a decrease in jobs in manufacturing and natural resource industries.  
Industries that gained jobs over that same time period include Information with a 23% increase, Professional and 
Business Services with a 67% increase, Educational Services with a 1.8% increase, and Health Care with a 7.8% 
increase.   
 
 

                                                 
2 U.S. Census Bureau www.census.gov  
3 U.S. Census Bureau www.census.gov  

Education Distribution for Franklin County 2007
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Chart 2 
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Another important factor in formulating a strategy for agriculture development is how well the local economy 
mirrors the structure of the national economy.  
 
While a somewhat subjective measure, location quotients help determine which industries within a region export 
goods and services and which industries tend to import them. A location quotient greater than 1 indicates that an 
economic sector is self-sufficient on the whole, and may even be exporting a good or service for that particular 
industry. Location quotients higher than 1.25 almost always identify an exporting industry. On the other hand, a 
location quotient of less than 1 indicates that the region tends to import a good or service in that particular 
industry. Location quotients less than 0.75 almost always indicate an importing industry.  

 
Table 14 lists the location quotients for Franklin County 
based on 2007 data. The table suggests that, overall, Maine 
and Franklin County, when compared to national averages, 
has an economy that closely tracks the national economy. 
But taking a closer look at particular industries reveals 
some trends that will help determine where economic 
development within the County may be focused.  
 
For example, the location quotient for Natural Resources 
and Mining is 1.77, indicating an exporting industry 
sector. This is most likely due to the presence of a strong 
agriculture sector in the region, as well as an active forest 
products industry. When examined closer, the agriculture, 

forestry, fishing and hunting location quotient for Franklin County is 1.81, indicating a strong sector.  This data 
indicates an opportunity to capitalize on a strong natural resource sector of the economy.  
 
Other sectors indicate they are decidedly an importing industry. Service industries like information, finance and 
professional and business services are more likely to be imported into the County than housed here. Again, this  
 
 

 
 

                                                 
4 U.S. Department of Labor www.bls.gov  

Table 1. 
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indicates the opportunity to expand these sectors of the economy to help the County become more self-sufficient. 
Leisure and Hospitality is also a strong sector with a location quotient of 1.5.  The high number indicates that this 
is most certainly an exporting sector. This can be attributed to a strong tourism and recreation economy for the 
region.  
 
2���	�������������	�������������������������������� ����������������
���
�+����	�����!�	�������	��������	����
�������������� ���������������	������
�+������������������
�����������$���������������	�� ����	������������	�����
�������������������	����������������������	����    
 
If the agriculture sector were to rely on importing all its necessary support services like transportation and 
warehousing, wholesale trade, professional and technical services, and education for example, then the long term 
sustainability of the sector may be in question.  With low location quotients, all of the sectors just listed would 
need to be built up in order to ensure that agriculture in the region could compete and utilize the resource base 
available to its maximum capacity.  This would guarantee long term sustainability for local agriculture products, 
both within the county and exported to other regions. 
 
When examining the economic measures of Franklin County, some structural challenges in labor and education 
are revealed, but there is also potential to expand industrial sectors based on other demographic and industry 
factors.  The region has a tradition of natural resource based businesses and industries with a workforce and 
community infrastructure that is closely aligned.  Population changes indicate that the County is losing young 
people and that, with a shift to an older population, service and health sectors need to expand in order to meet 
current and future demands.  For agriculture, more emphasis needs to be placed on developing local infrastructure 
and value added businesses in order to provide business opportunities and jobs to attract young people who want 
to stay in the region.  This in turn will create more opportunities for farming.  Based on a quick analysis of the 
County and regional economy, the area has the potential to expand agriculture and use the agriculture and food 
sectors and growth areas for the local economy.   
�
�
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Franklin County has several new enterprises; six are profiled throughout the report. Most of the 

enterprises have been in operation three to 10 years and one has just completed its first year of operation. 
Four are “from away”; two are “natives.” All are drawing attention to the county through their marketing 

skills, unique products or high quality.  Some have taken leadership positions in statewide agricultural 
organizations. Most sell wholesale and use the Internet and United Parcel Service to market and distribute 
to individuals. Many see agriculture as a tool for economic development of the region. All are risk takers. 

	
� * � � � � 
 � � � 	

	
���������	���	����������.�����'	���$�
�����	������� ������������
������	���������	��������������	��
"�	��������/��	�������	����������	����������������� ��	�A�������������������
�������������	�������
���	������������������
������	������
�������
�����	 ������������������	����
��������B�������C�����

�����$D��������������	��
���	�������������	�������� ����6�8�E���/��������	�	����$��������?����	�������� �
�������������������������
����	������������	������� ���
�
�����	��������E�����������	���������
�

����������)����������������	��$�����������	�������� ��
�"�	������	�������$�����	��������
���
����	����� �
�
������������	����������������	�����
������
������ ������
���	���
��	�	���	��
�����	����������

�
�
'��
����+	�����#������6/�	����@��&,����#������� �

'��
����+	�����#�������	���	�#����
�+	�����	
����#� ����
���������������:��������������	������	���
	�����
� ����
��#	�>,�������	�,���	������	�����	��&�@������������ 	������	�
���������#������������������������� ��������������� �#����

��
������&���� ���������	����	��������������	,�)�� ��	�
��
�)�	�
��*������
���	���
�����	�����
����
����6�� 6
�� �/����!���������+	��	�	������	������������	��A��

	��	��������	�<�,��������	�������������	����� ���� �
� 		����
��		
�������������	�����	
��������	�������
�����	��&��
�
���	������������������+	�����	���������#	�����>A��	 ���,�
*����
	��
	
�������	���	�
����	� �����������6��6�� �/����
!����������		��	�������&���	���	���
� ,����8����/	��	
�����5 ��	��������������A�6
���
��������������	����&���	�
�������	�����	�����
�<,��������:�������	��,���	���� �
�
>A,������������<9A�����&��
�
B@�� �����������	����	���������,C������*���&���	��� 	�����	�
����� ���	���	���
��	�������
� ������������	�����#� � ��

�
�

C)�E������������
�	����	
	���	��A������������
���	�	����������
$D������
>���$���������
����������

���	����	�����������
��������
74��������C��������������	��
	���	���	�����������������
��������������������$������
>���� �



 15 

��#
���	�����"���	����,���	��������	�����	�������	� �����+	��������������	�����&��
�
���
�	�	��,�*���,� ������������	��<A,��������	����� �����	���,�����	����
����������	����������������	�
 ,�����
��	����	�����#	����� ���������������#&�$	��		����	� ��
��	�����������	�	��	�
���	,�	�
	���������+	����	 ������
����������������
�����
����������	��	���;>D�������: ���
�����������	���	���;�9�������&��
�
*�����
#��������� ���	���	������	������	�	��	�
���	 ,�����4����������#�������������"���	����#	��,������ �	���

��	�����,���� ����
	
	�
������	�
���	�������&�*��� ���������������	�����"���	����#	������ ��

��7�#��	 ���
�,A������	�������	�������������	�	5��+��	������>&�A �#���������������������&���	�
��	������������ �#��	 ������	�
#������#	������:����������������������
�	��������� �>�������	�����
��
����+	����#���
�����������		��
����
��	
���������
	������E	
,C������*���&�B�

���� ����������������,C��	��

�&�
 

 

)%��

���� ���������	��0�.��	�������	���

)�������������	������� �
�
In order to fully understand the ability of the agriculture sector to respond to demand for buying local products, strengthening 
an export market for the County, and building the necessary infrastructure needed to support agriculture, a brief description 
and understanding of the economic ability of people to purchase local foods is needed.  
 
Local socioeconomic factors are important to decide how large the local market can be for locally produced foods and how 
much the sector will need to rely on exporting food goods in order to generate enough farm income to keep agriculture 
healthy.   
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significantly more expensive than supermarket purchases, but buying local does require a change in habit and diet that may 
increase the amount of dollars spent on food purchases.   �
�
Factors that are currently in favor of an expanded agriculture sector in Franklin County are an abundance of natural 
resources, tremendous small business opportunities, a dedicated customer base and potential large customer base to the south 
and east, and growing demand for locally produced food products.   

 
The factors that may limit the size of the 
local market and require the County to look 
to customer markets further away are 
population age, income, housing, education, 
social programs, and cost of living in the 
area.  One area that is a constant factor either 
at the local level or the state or national level 
is the health of the population.  Health issues 
more than anything else seem to be driving 
the demand for more locally produced foods.  
Finally, the region can sustain and build a 
strong agriculture sector with the help of 
local communities working together 
collaboratively with farmers. 
 

Cultivated cropland acreage in 
Franklin County is approximately 5,243 
acres, with an additional 13,593 acres in hay 
land and pastureland.  The accompanying 
map5 provides a breakdown by town.  Over 
the years as farmers have gone out of 
business and/or consolidated, the land in 
cropland has decreased by about 18% per 5 
year statistical period.  In other words 
between 2002 and 2007 cropland acreage 
decreased by 18%.  With a potential increase 
in the number of farmers, returning that land 
to cropland is a possibility.  As more people 
become interested in farming or related 

agriculture businesses, there is the likelihood of more small businesses being started in Franklin County.  The number of 
farms in Franklin County is increasing about 4% per year.  This is a small increase but still a promising increase as it relates 
to small business development.  However, educational attainment will have an impact on the types of jobs pursued in the 
region. �

	
	
	
                                                 
5 U.S. Department of Agriculture Natural Resources Conservation Service 
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The number of farms raising beef in Franklin County has risen, if ever so slightly, from 63 to 69 from 2002 to 
2007. What the Census does not record is the infusion of new faces and energy into the beef business in recent 
years. Be it the focus on raising grass-fed beef to high end markets in Maine or importing, raising and selling 
high-end genetics to the national market or a proposal to form an alliance to market the beef to the high end 

markets.  While the business of selling genetics through artificial insemination has been around for a long time, 
the business of selling embryos, especially in the beef industry, is rather recent. Cold Spring Ranch, King & I 

Angus and Archer Angus are not only raising the bar when it comes to quality and marketing, they are drawing 
regional, if not national, attention to Maine’s fledgling beef industry and its potential. 
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As of 2007 the number of farms in Franklin County increased by 22% from 2002 according to the 2007 Census of 
Agriculture6.  This increase is due in part to the increase of younger farmers in both the under 25 bracket a 200% increase and 
the 25 to 34 age bracket a 25% increase.  However, the average age of farmers in the County went from 53.4 in 2002 to 55.5 
in 2007.  Even though current farmers are getting older, the trend seems to be a younger generation entering farming.   
 
On the other hand, the average size of farms in Franklin County decreased by 33% in 2007 to 105 acres.  The number of 
farms that operate 9 acres or less increased by 86% from 2002 to 2007 and the number of farms that operate 10 to 49 acres 
increased by 59% during the same period.  In total the number of farms 49 acres or less account for 44% of the total farms in 
Franklin County as of 2007.  Clearly there is a trend to smaller farms which may indicate as young people enter agriculture 
they are starting small.  Another factor in the trend to smaller farms is farm labor.  Only 17.5% of farms employ one or more 
workers.  Finding and affording labor can be a challenge for farmers which would lead to operations that are small enough to 
be operated by the owner. 
 
	
@����	��	0��7	"����#��	���	��#������	
The market value of production 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%.  Traditionally agriculture products such as dairy and cattle 
and calves accounted for a majority of the market value of production.  For example, the market value of dairy products 
was approximately 59% of the total value of production in 1997.  Today, dairy accounts for only about 35% of the total 
market value of production.  Similarly, the value of hay and other crops went from being 7% of the total in 1997 to 10% 
of the total value today.  Between 2002 and 2007 the types of products being produced by farms changed in some cases 

significantly.  Table 17 
illustrates this trend.   

 
While some of the changes in 
the number of farms producing 
certain products was minimal, 
others like poultry and eggs 
with an increase of 182% and 
sheep, goats, and their products 
with an increase of 174% are 
significant.  Additionally, the 
value of agriculture products 
sold directly to individuals went 
from $376,000 in 2002 to 

                                                 
6 USDA http://www.agcensus.usda.gov/Publications/2007/Full_Report/Census_by_State/Maine/index.asp  
7 USDA 2007 Census of Agriculture www.agcensus.usda.gov  

Number of Farms Producing 2007 2002 Percent Change
Vegetables 32 21 52%
Fruits and Berries 35 33 6%
Nursery and Greenhouse 26 29 -10%
Cut Christmas Trees 10 7 43%
Other Crops and Hay 143 113 27%
Livestock, Poultry and their Products 194 131 48%
Poultry and Eggs 62 22 182%
Cattle and Calves 81 75 8%
Milk and other Dairy Products 30 31 -3%
Hogs and Pigs 28 15 87%
Sheep, Goats, and their Products 63 23 174%

Table 1 
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$522,000 in 2007 a 39% increase.  It is anticipated that this will expand further with the addition of tools such as the 
Western Maine Market, an online farmers market helping connect people to products through the internet.  
 
8����/	:���	67+�#�	����	��	�����	��������	
 
It’s no surprise that energy is an important factor for agriculture in Franklin County.  From diesel costs to the price of 
natural gas and its relation to fertilizer costs, the amount and cost of energy directly impacts the viability of a local food 
system.   

 
Currently, Maine’s energy 
expenditures account for about 
13% of its Gross State Product 
ranking it 9th in the nation.  
Energy expenditures per person 
are about $4,587 placing Maine 
as the 7th state with the highest 
expenditures.  The energy sector 
can be very volatile fluctuating 
from year to year.  However, 
historic trends for all petroleum 
products show steadily 
increasing costs.  Table 
28 illustrates the trend 
line for prices of all petroleum 

products in nominal dollars for the commercial sector in Maine from 1970 to 2006.  Based on this chart, overall prices 
have increased approximately 1400% between 1970 and 2006.  More recently, prices have increased 93% just in the 
three years between 2003 and 2006.   
 
The Energy Information 
Administration also provides annual 
energy outlooks for the United States 
and regions.  For New England the 
energy outlook for prices of specific 
petroleum products is shown in Table 
3.  Residential fuel is projected to 
increase 93% from 2006 to 2030.  
However, both natural gas and 
electricity are projected to decrease 
by 10% over that same time period.   
Understanding the trends in energy 
prices, sources, and availability will 
help farmers deal with a significant 
part of their production costs. 

 

                                                 
8 Energy Information Administration, Department of Energy www.eia.doe.gov  
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Commercial 2006 2030 Percent Change
Liquefied Petroleum Gases 26.12 30.84 18%
Distillate Fuel Oil 15.06 25.54 70%
Residual Fuel 10.36 20.01 93%
Natural Gas 14.95 13.41 -10%
Electricity 43.70 39.27 -10%

Table 3 
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Weather is the other factor that affects farmers.  While weather is variable from season to season and from year to year it is 
the long term trends that would be of most interest.  Will climate change lead to warmer weather in Franklin County 
extending the growing season and thus allowing other crops previously not suited for Maine to grow?  Or will the average 
annual precipitation increase creating other problems with weeds or insects that change the types of crops produced? Other 
factors of climate change that can impact agriculture in Franklin County include the increase in atmospheric CO2 
concentration.  This is known as the “CO2 fertilization effect”9 and results in increased plant biomass where the increased 
concentrations of CO2 increase the plants photosynthetic rate and water use efficiency.  At best scientists and researches can 
speculate what will happen to the climate in Franklin County over the next 30 to 50 years.   
 
What is known about the climate in Franklin County comes from historic data on temperature and rainfall.   The 
accompanying map shows the average annual precipitation in Maine from 1971 to 2000.  The southern part of Franklin 
County receives from 44 to 56 inches of precipitation.  Temperatures range from a high of 25 degrees in January to 78 
degrees in July.  Lows range from 0 degrees in January to 54 degrees in July10.  It is expected that as plant hardiness zones, 
see attached map, shift additional crops, plants, and flowers will become available that were once restricted to warmer 
climates.  Additionally, increased temperatures will have a negative effect on the current livestock industry and will increase 
the likelihood of new pests, invasive species, and pathogens.  This will all contribute to changes in the crops and animals 
raised in the county.�
�

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
9 Maine’s Climate Future: An Initial Assessment, Report by the Climate Change Institute, 
http://www.climatechange.umaine.edu/index.html  
10 Data from National Weather Service.   
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As this map11 indicates, since 1990 the plant hardiness zone has shifted north for Maine.  �
 
 

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	 	 	
	
                                                 
11 Arbor Day Foundation, http://www.arborday.org/media/map_change.cfm  
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In the late 1830’s Maine farmers were growing a million bushels of wheat. At the time, spring wheat was the most 
commonly grown, although a winter variety called “Banner” had enjoyed most popularity. According to Maine 
agricultural historian Clarence Day, the leading wheat counties on a per farm basis were Aroostook, Franklin 
and Oxford.  The movement to return to the time when Maine grew its own wheat has grown rapidly in recent 
years, in response to the rising cost of imported wheat and the success entrepreneur Jim Amaral has had with 

the his Borealis Bread made from organic wheat supplied by Aroostook County farmer Matt Williams of Au rora 
Mills. According to the Portland Press Herald July 30, 2009, the movement got a tremendous boost this summer 
when the USDA made a $1.3 million grant to fund a four-year project  to connect scientists, farmers, bakers and 

millers to expand organic wheat production in New England. The grant will be used to test which varieties of 
wheat work best in different regions of Maine and Vermont, and to retrain farmers in the lost art and science of 

growing bread wheat in New England. 
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Over the course of Franklin County Ag Task 
Force meetings from October 2008 through 
April 2009, participants discussed ideas both 
wide ranging and focused. From cooperative 
marketing to alternative distribution systems 
and regulatory constraints, participants talked 
frankly about the challenges facing farming, 
why agriculture is not profitable for most today, 
and how communities and farmers might create 
a new reality.  

Following Franklin County Ag Task Force 
meetings, one-on-one conversations were held 
with a number of farmers during the summer of 
2009 to collect additional anecdotal 
information. While the conversation were 

mostly about marketing and distribution, they also often touched on the role that  trust and control played in the way the 
farmers conducted their businesses. Edited excerpts from their stories follow. To set the comments in a larger context, 
they are preceded by excerpts from recent and not so recent reports on the issues discussed. For the complete stories, see 
Part Four.  
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¶ It’s all about getting as close to the customer as possible. 

¶ I didn’t go into farming to be a salesman; I want to farm, not market, and that’s the downfall of many farmers.  

¶ There are no big institutions to take your product to anymore; you have to create your own opportunities.  

¶ Ninety-nine percent of the food eaten in the United States is sold through retail chains. We need alternative distribution 
systems or we need to twist the chains so that they pay the farmers more. Our chances are better if we set up alternative 
systems (such as involving local brokers). 

¶ With our pick-your-own operation, we are selling an experience. Eighty percent of our business comes from pick-your-
own; the rest goes primarily to Hannaford. I do the schlepping. 

¶ I am the “face” of the farm; you can’t put a value on access to your customers. I need direct contact with them. So, I 
make the 300 mile trip myself. But if Crown 0’Maine had been around 25 years ago, I might have gone with them.  

¶ This year the state gave us 105 Senior Maine Shares; there is a huge need for those shares around here. This year we also 
have sold 12 CSA shares in our farm; that’s $400 a share or almost $5,000 that the community has invested in us. 

¶ While there are no regulations regarding the selling of fresh fiddleheads, the sale to Hannaford requires a farmer to take 
out a $1 million food liability insurance policy.  

¶ I built my own refrigerated truck to haul my greens to Native Maine Produce’s warehouse in Portland. It’s six hours 
round trip. Native Maine distributes about 50 percent of what I grow year-round; the rest I sell to locally-owned grocery 

stores. 

¶ Either you get larger or you add value to the products you 
already have. 

¶ I don’t need direct contact with my wholesale customers. 
I have a unique product and have been in business for 100 
years. Hannaford buys the fiddleheads and then 
distributes it to all their stores in New England. What they 
don’t buy, Blue Sky Produce buys and finds markets for 
across the country. All I have to do is box and drive it to 
Portland or Logan Airport and deal with the airline 
inspectors when they come calling. 
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¶ I spent two years getting in to Whole Foods; they have more customers in one day than the farmers market sees in a 
whole season. 

¶ One hundred families have invested $15,000 in my turkey farm by buying CSA shares in it.  

¶ Crown O’ Maine Organic Cooperative has advanced Maine agriculture by leaps and bounds.  

¶ Because of the location of my farm store on Route 2/27, I get the year round commuter and seasonal tourist trade. I sell 
products from over 60 Maine farms, some as far away as Aroostook County, thanks to Crown O’ Maine. 
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¶ Unlike most Maine farmers who raise beef for the freezer trade and have 
their animals slaughtered in the fall, I have joined with two other beef 
producers to have our animals slaughtered weekly, 12 months a year at a 
USDA inspected slaughterhouse nearby. Fall-only processing does not 
make for a sustainable infrastructure. We need beef producers who 
realize that the processors need year-round work.  
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¶ When the owner of the USDA and State-inspected facility we were using decided he could do better as a “Custom 
Exempt-Only” facility, we stuck with him because we trust him; we raise our animals with care and we want to make 
sure our customers get what we raise. But we are finding he is now taking orders for next year. He is booked solid. 

¶ Maine should return to the ‘999 standard’ of the USDA: No regulations if you slaughter no more than 999 birds. 
Have you ever heard of anyone getting sick who bought a chicken down the road? The regulations are for those 
slaughterhouses that kill a million a day; small farms shouldn’t be saddled with the same regulations. 

¶ If we are to export our beef and poultry to restaurants and institutions where they can command higher prices, then 
we must have more USDA inspected slaughter houses in Maine. One of the reasons there are so few is because they 
are expensive to start up and require a lot of paperwork. 

¶ I built and equipped our 24 by 24 commercial kitchen and walk-in cooler for about $28,000. I used to be a contractor 
so I did it myself with used equipment, working with a licensed electrician and plumber. It will cost too much to rent 
the planned commercial kitchen over in Fairbanks. It wouldn’t work for our operation. 

¶ The state has made it nearly impossible for anyone new to get into the business because the state requires newcomers 
to install so much equipment that they cannot afford to set up a business We were able to supplement our personal 
savings and home equity loan to build our cheese room with a grant from Farms for the Future, a program of the 
Maine Department of Agriculture. We were the first in Franklin County to receive such a grant. 

¶ We are planning to expand our vegetable production and are working on a business plan with Farms for the Future 
that will lead to storage facilities so we could extend the marketing season.  

¶ We’re not certified to process our blueberries. If you freeze them you are processing. If you make jams, you are 
processing. I’m too busy to check into it all. I don’t want to do anything that is illegal. So we make jam in our kitchen 
and give it as gifts. 

¶ The high cost ($1,500 to $5,000) of equipment required for monitoring the temperature and time during processing, 
and the costly (loss of product) test for seal integrity required by the USDA puts small batch processing out of 
practical reach.   Expanding the operation becomes a matter of scale.  The only way to expand to out-of-state sales 
would involve significant expansion, prohibitive cost for equipment, and loss of the personal touch. 
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¶ You have to milk cows 365 days a year; you can’t be inconsistent with cows… Agri-Placement Services, a company 
based in Macedon, New York has provided us with … Mexican workers. We house them and pay them according to 
the company guidelines.  

¶ As for local labor, it is removed from the experience. Young people have had 
no contact with agriculture; they were not brought up on a farm; there is no 
schooling available. 

¶ I’ve got good help with the three workers I employ. They are in their 50’s and 
help with the milking and the haying. Maybe I’m just lucky. 

¶ While we are not at capacity with our land, we are at capacity with our labor. 
If we are going to expand our vegetable operation we will need three 
motivated, reliable workers. But I’d rather be doing it myself; I don’t want to 
be supervising people. This is a quality of life operation. 

¶ No one has grown up on farm so I have to spend a lot of time training and 
supervising my local adult labor. I run a 12-month operation. My two full-
time and two part-time workers have good hands and good heads; I just have 
to find what they are good at and train them. They get paid holidays; they pay 
for their own disability insurance. 

¶ We are fortunate that we have ties to the local student body; we employ about 20 to 25 each season to work in the 
fields and at our roadside stand. They are an excellent source of labor. 

¶ While we have a pick your own operation, we also have a wholesale operation. Unfortunately our harvest starts to 
come in when students are getting ready to go back to school and sports practice begins.  

¶ My two nephews are my labor force. 
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Agriculture offers a number of career possibilities other than direct farming.  Jobs in processing, wholesaling, retailing, 
food preparation, transportation, and support businesses like machinery are all jobs related to agriculture.  Higher skilled 
jobs in chemistry, biology, horticulture, farm economics, business management, and animal science are also needed.  Can 
the region support these kinds of jobs and other jobs not yet envisioned?  Part of the answer can be found in Table 212.   

 

Franklin County compares 
well to Maine as a whole in the 
percentage of the population 
that is a high school graduate 
or higher at 87%.  
Additionally, the County 
exceeds the state in the 
percentage of the population 
with a bachelor’s degree or 
higher at 26.7%.  Depending 
on the types of jobs created in 
the agriculture sector this may 
not be critical, but if there is a 
need for highly skilled jobs the 
region has a competitive 
advantage with a well 
educated workforce.   

 

Aside for secondary and post secondary education, youth and young adults have other opportunities to learn about 
agriculture and gain needed skills.  Local Granges, 4-H programs, agriculture vocational programs are all examples of 
how youth can develop an interest in agriculture and develop skills that can lead to a career in agriculture.    

 

These programs are a great avenue for youth to access agriculture awareness and education but over the years they have 
dwindled significantly.  For example, there use to be a Grange in almost every community years ago but now there are 
only eight granges in the County that could provide youth with agriculture training.  4-H is another program that helps 
youth and young adults build skills and interest in agriculture.  However, only a small percentage of clubs are specifically 
oriented towards agriculture practices.  Another area where youth may get educational training in agriculture is the 
regional vocational programs.  Franklin County is served by the Ken Foster Regional Applied Technical Center.  Of the 
programs offered, the culinary arts program offers the only direct connection to food with other programs having 
tangential applications.  The Future Farmers of America organization specifically caters to youth interested in agriculture 
as a career.  There are chapters throughout Maine, with one at the Oxford Hills Comprehensive High School being closest 
to Franklin County. 

 

                                                 
12 U.S. Department of Census www.census.gov  

 Table 2 

Educational Attainment
Population 25 years and over 917,697 20,237
Less than 9th grade 38,987 4% 667 3%
9th to 12th grade, no diploma 63,486 7% 1,952 10%
High school graduate (includes 
equivalency) 333,705 36% 7,179 35%
Some college, no degree 162,582 18% 3,381 17%
Associate's degree 81,003 9% 1,653 8%
Bachelor's degree 156,466 17% 3,533 17%
Graduate or professional degree 81,468 9% 1,872 9%

Percent high school graduate or higher 88.8% 87.1%

Percent bachelor's degree or higher 25.9% 26.7%

Maine Franklin County
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o Realtors consider my upland farm with its views and all a “high commodity place.” 

o I own 160 acres and rent 150 acres all within seven miles of my farm. I worry about the future of those leases; 
that those fields will be lost. It doesn’t matter if you have a formal lease or not. 

o My son rents another 75 acres of hayfields, including 20 acres at the former Osborne Farm. It’s not a farm 
anymore; it’s just fields. The homeowners are uncomfortable when he leaves his haying equipment there 
overnight. 

o There’s a farm on this road selling for a price that doesn’t make sense for a farmer to pay.  

o Even with the 360 acres that I own, I still have to lease land for my dairy and hay operation. The 25 acre piece I 
have been maintaining and haying for the past 15 years is now up for sale. They are asking $260,000 for the 
1800s building (no barn) and 60 acres. Last year I got three good cuts off that land. The price started at 
$290,000. I don’t expect it will sell very soon. But it’s got great views. I lease three other parcels. 

o I own 550 acres and lease another 300 along the Sandy River. 

�

�

�

�



 33 

9���������������	����

�
0��	����/3�	�7���	7�����D��	���	��7����	������#�	�� �7���5	�������	�����#����	#�+����	��	�����#�	�����	
 �������	#��	 �	�	#��������.	1���������	����������� 5	��7����	>$�,�0��7	$��-�#�	,���#/	 ������5	���	

#������������	��	�������	������������	��-�	�������� 	��	��:��	�������	:���	����#�������	�<+������	��	
7�������.	1��	��7�����	����#�������	�������	��	���	 =���������	0��7	������	���	���	>$�,	0��7	$��-�#�	
,���#/�	��	�����	#�����	 ��	�������	���C�����/	���- ��	���7	�+�������	:��	���	�������+�5	��-�	���C��	

 �������	7�����	��	�����C����	#���������.	

��
�1����
����2���������
��������������������34��

	
�
�����	
�������������������,������
�5�������6��� �������
��7��
��������5��8
��$����#9 	

	

1����	��	7���/	��	:������	�����	���	7���	:�/�	����� �	 �	������	��	#�����-��/	��-���	��.	1���	��#�����	
������	��	����-������5	��#��	 ����	���	�����������. 	0����#���	��-���7���	��	���	������	���	+��/��	�	
�������#���	����	��	+���	#�77����/	��-���+7���	���	 #��	+��/	��	�-��	�������	����	��	���	������B	

��#����D���	�����	#�������� ��	������5	��������	��- ���7����	#����	 ������	��:	����	����	���	������	��� 	
+��-���	�++����������	���	�#���7�#	+���+����/	:���	 ����	���	������.	;�:�-��5	��	�#���-�	��7������	

�������	����	��������	������#��	��	��##������	#�77� ���/	��-���+7���B	��C�����	7���	��������	��������#	
+�������	���	#�����������	����	���	 ���	����	 ����� .	

"�+	�	;	���.�������������	��!�������"�	��$�"�	����� �����
���*�����	��,��	��$�.�������7 	

�

���/	�����	���7�	���	�<+������	��-������#�����	���� 	��:	#�77�������	��	��#�������	���+��	��	�<������	
#�77�������.	*����	���7�	���	�������	���	�++������� ���	��	�����D�	��:	��#���������	��	��#�����	

+����#����	����#���#���	��	���	-����	��	��:	+����#� �.	1��	��������	�����	$7���	������	���	"� ��#	"���# /	
��#����/	���-�/��	2!�4	#�77��#���	�������	���7	�#�� ��	���	�����	���������	�����	����#�������	�������	

�#��-�����.	B*��/	��	+��#���	��+�����	����	���/	��� 	��������#	�������	�����	����	���	�+�#���#	��	
����#�������	�������B$�<�/���<	+��#���	����#����	�� ��	��	��	�	������	����	�������/.	0���/������	+��#�� �	
��+�����	����	���7���	��	�	����+	���	����	+��+����	 ��	#�7+����	���	�++��#�����	+��#���	����	����

���7���	�++��#����H	�����/���-��	+��#���	��	���	��� ����	��+�����	����	���7���	�++�/���	���	�������	
�� 7��	�	����	��	+���	�-�����	 �������	+���.	

��.������	��,����
���"�	������	�������$����	������� �������	���
�"�	��$�1����������6 	

� � �

(����(	�$	��
�
¶ At a business seminar about 20 years ago, a speaker said start up businesses should look first to friends and family for 

financing. I borrowed from my mother-in-law to build my slaughterhouse, guaranteeing to pay her at the end of each 
year at least the interest the money would have earned in municipal bonds.  

¶ Thanks to a $24,700 grant from Farms For the Future, we were able to build our $100,000 cheese room. We 
underestimated the total cost and need to come up with the time and money to complete it. 

¶ Banks in Texas are used to doing business with farmers, friends of mine there get bank loans based on their cattle. 
Here we have to put up property. 
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¶ They said “What do you know about farming; come back in two years and then we will talk.” Because I had owned 
my own business and had a good credit rating I was able to take out a home equity loan. While it is cheap, I risk 
losing everything if this business fails. My biggest cost is my “upfront” money for starting this business. 

¶ I was able to get a guaranteed low interest loan to purchase my second refrigerated truck thanks to the Western Maine 
Farm Fund through Androscoggin Bank. I’d had several loans from them before this one. 

¶ The bank wouldn’t loan me money to buy the farm, just the farmhouse. 

¶ There should be a $100,000 agricultural revolving loan fund for small scale farmers. 

¶ Banks don’t understand the need (or) see the opportunities for investing in agriculture; they don’t understand the 
business.  

¶ I worked for 17 years at the local paper mill, while farming, in order to pay for my farm. 

¶ I started out with loans from Farmers Home Administration and over the past 15 years, built a relationship with 
Franklin Savings Bank.  
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¶ I didn’t go into farming to become a salesman. I’d like to join with others in a cooperative marketing venture, so I could 
just raise quality beef. 

 
¶ I work intensively with the farmers who supply me with my feeder calves. The better job they do, the better I do. As I 

see it my farm is helping to sustain 29 other farms and farm related businesses in the area. It may not be a cooperative 
but as an informal collaboration it appears to work for all involved. 
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¶ Back in the 1980s when farmers in Franklin County running cow-calf operations were having a hard time selling 
calves as there were so few outlets, they joined together to form the Franklin County Beef  Producers Association. By 
creating their own outlet at the fairgrounds in Farmington to sell their calves collectively, they figured they could 
attract more buyers; more buyers meant more competition; more competition meant a higher price for the calves. 

¶ I envision an alliance of farms and farmers raising Angus beef in Central Maine; I don’t envision a cooperative 
because they are unable to control the quality of their product. The model that best suits the individual farmer is an 
incorporated alliance; it not only provides economies of scale, it also assures standards of quality, a consistent supply 
of animals and a uniform product. 

¶ It’s hard to get people to commit. I could see three to five farmers getting together to grow and grade a product of 
consistent high quality year-round. Cooperative marketing might be able to happen on a small scale and if it was 
successful it might grow 
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Farmington is the largest of the towns in Franklin County but still ranks 41st in Maine for its size of approximately 

7,557.  Since the 2000 Census the population of Farmington has increased 2% indicating a marginal growth rate.  This could 
also be attributed to the presence of the University of Maine.  Strictly from a number of consumers standpoint, a low 
population in the region would indicate a small customer base going into the future.  The median age in the area is 40 with 
14.3% of the area population 65 years of age and older.  Franklin County is statistically the same as Maine as a whole for this 
population group.  This does present some challenges as it relates to the available labor force for agriculture related 
businesses but is not a detrimental factor.  What may be more important is the purchasing power of the local population when 
it comes to buying local foods.   
 

As Table 313 shows, the per capita income is lower in Franklin County than in Maine as a whole by 19% and the 
individual poverty rate for the county is higher than Maine as a whole.  It should be noted that per capita income has been 
increasing at an average annual rate of 4.3% in Maine and 3.29% in Franklin County.  This would indicate that individuals 
and families in the region would have a more difficult time purchasing local foods that may be more expensive than what 
they spend at the supermarket.  When comparing the median family income in the region to Maine, Franklin County is again 
19% lower than the state average.  This would indicate that the region’s family purchasing power may be less than Maine’s 
as a whole.  But purchasing power may not be the only factor contributing to a family’s ability to buy local foods.  The 
poverty rate among families with women heads of household is 45.5% and for individuals 65 years and over 13.3%.  For the 
latter it is significantly higher than the individual poverty rate and more seniors are below the poverty level.  These are two 
groups of people that would most benefit from buying local foods.  Another factor to consider is the level of participation in 
free and reduced school lunch 
programs.  This year the 
percentage of students 
participating in the free and 
reduced school lunch program in 
Franklin County averages about 
48%.  For families that take 
advantage of the free and 
reduced school lunch program, 
purchasing local foods may be a 
challenge. With the average 
close to 50%, this represents a 
significant part of the county’s 
population.   

                                                 
13 U.S. Department of Census www.census.gov  

      Table 3 

Socioeconomic Factors Franklin County Maine
Median Age 40 41.1
Per Capita Income 2007 20,462$          24,344$      
Poverty Rate 15% 12.8%
Median Family Income 2007 46,439$          55,346$      
65 Years and Over 14.3% 14.7%
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Food insecurity or hunger is also a problem in Maine.  For the elderly, there often is not enough left for nutritious 

food after paying for housing, heating, gas, and medicine.  Nationally, food pantry statistics indicated that 47% of clients 
indicated that they had chosen at least once between paying for food or paying for utilities or heating fuel.  Thirty six percent 
indicated that at least once they had to choose between food and rent or mortgage and 34% indicated they had to choose 
between food and medicine at least once in the last year.  Currently there are 600 food pantries in Maine to help people cope 
with food insecurity.  In Franklin County, there are 18 food pantry services in communities.  Hunger in Maine has risen 3.3% 
among households between 2000 and 2005 and the number of Maine households receiving food stamps increased almost 
50% between 2002 and 2005.  Expanding agriculture which in turn will increase the amount of locally produced food that is 
available may be part of the answer but until the larger issues of poverty and hunger are addressed through better economic 
and community development people will not be able to afford locally produced food let alone any other food.  
 
�
������
�2	�	����
�

 
Another area that affects a person’s ability 
to purchase local foods is the general cost of 
living in Franklin County.  Table 4 provides 
information on two cost of living areas that 
make up a major portion of a person’s 
expenses – mortgages or rent and 
owner/renter costs.  The average age of the 
housing stock in Franklin County is 
currently 40 years with the average 
household size of 2.44.  Housing occupancy 
in Franklin County stood at 62.1% as of the 
2007 Census update14 which was lower than 
the median state wide occupancy rate.  The 

home ownership rate in Franklin County currently is 76.1%.  In 2008, the median sales price of homes sold in the County 
was $150,000 which was down 17% from the previous year.  However, the number of units sold for the year was 419 
dropping dramatically during the last quarter from 126 to 70.   
 

Expenses related to housing in Franklin County are lower than the Maine average.  The median mortgage and rent 
amounts are both below the state median as indicated in Table 4 at $910 and $489 respectively.  When comparing the 
percentage of homeowners and renters whose owner costs or gross rent as a percentage of income is 25% or more again the 
county is lower than Maine in general.  It would seem then that the county could support a more robust local food system.  
But given the other socioeconomic data on poverty, per capita income, and free and reduced lunch program participation it 
can be inferred that the regions population might find it difficult to dramatically expand their local food purchases.   
 

Another cost associated with living in the area is taxes.  Approximate median property taxes were $978 in 2000.  
This figure is not computed into the mortgage cost or gross rent numbers above.  Also, using the 2007 estimated median per 
capita income in Table 3 and the total tax burden of $108.69 per $1,000 of income as computed by Maine Revenue Service, 
the median total tax burden for residents in the Franklin County is $2,224.01.  Adding this to the costs of renting or home 

                                                 
14 All demographic and socioeconomic data from U.S. Department of Census, 2000 Census Data, www.census.gov  

Table 4 

Cost of Living Maine
Franklin 
County

Housing Occupancy 78.5% 62.1%
Median Mortgage 1,209.00$  910.00$ 
Gross Rent 650.00$     489.00$ 
Selected Monthly Owner Costs as a 
Percentage of Househould Income 
(25% or More) 40.6% 25.2%
Gross Rent as a Percentage of 
Household Income (25% or More) 54.8% 46.5%
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ownership and the residents of Franklin County may not be able to completely sustain an expansion of the agriculture sector.  
The long term profitability of the local agriculture sector then will rest with a mix of expanding the local availability and 
purchase of local foods as much as the local population can bear and look to exporting food products out of the region into 
markets in Greater Portland or even Boston. 
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In 2009, 24.7% of Maine’s adult population is obese ranking it 35th among states.  Additionally, the rate of obese 
and overweight children is 28.2% ranking Maine 39th among states.  These rates contribute health related costs of 
approximately $357 million per year.  Nationally, two thirds of adults are either obese or overweight15.  Diabetes in Maine is 
also significant with 7.4% of the adult population diagnosed with diabetes in 2000.  It is also estimated that approximately 
3.7% of the adult population may have diabetes but has not been diagnosed yet.  Based on these estimates, approximately 
108,000 Maine adults have diabetes.  In 1999, death rates in Maine for heart disease and cancer were the highest in New 
England at 253 per 100,000 deaths for heart disease and 223 per 100,000 deaths for cancer.   
 

There are a number of lifestyle and environmental factors that contribute to these statistics.  One of the most 
important is diet and the availability of fresh, healthy food.  By adjusting diet to include more locally produced fresh foods, 
the incidence of obesity, diabetes, and heart decease can be reduced.  Having a strong local agriculture economy can help 
increase the availability and affordability of healthy local foods helping people address these health related problems.   
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Franklin County communities are very diverse in their physical and demographic attributes as well as their 
economic focus.  From Farmington, which is home to the University of Maine, to Rangeley, a premier recreation and tourist 
region, they all have their unique qualities but also share a natural resource base that is conducive to agriculture and forestry.  
One factor strongly related to the success of agriculture in the region is a town’s policies and regulations.  How a community 
regulates land use and encourages economic development through policy will have an impact on the development of 
agriculture.  If a community is willing to strengthen agriculture through policies and regulations that favor the development 
of the industry then the region will be successful at producing not only enough food for local demand but also be able to 
expand the economy by exporting food to more populated areas.  The measure of a community’s commitment to agriculture 
is reflected in the town’s comprehensive plan.  As the following information below shows, a number of towns in one way or 
another deal with agriculture.  It will be up to the Agriculture Task Force to work with these communities to successfully 
incorporate agriculture into a long term economic and community development plan.   
 

 
Farmington: A link to Farmington’s comprehensive plan is available at  www.farmington-maine.org/PlanningOffice. Section 
7 of the document, entitled Land Use, addresses the importance of agriculture in Farmington: “There is no question that 

                                                 
15 F as in Fat: How Obesity Policies Are Failing in America 2009, Trust for America’s Health, 
http://healthyamericans.org/reports/obesity2009/    
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agriculture is important to the economic stability of Farmington” (Pg 76 of the plan). Tables that correspond with that 
statement, Tables 7-4 and 7-5, show the historical data of number of farms in Farmington, and information about them: 
acreage, cropland harvested, and value of products sold.  
 
Eustis/Stratton: The community’s current comprehensive plan is on file.  There is one reference to agriculture on page 35, in 
the Future Land Use section: (defining Residential/Recreational land) “Future residential developments should be low 
density (2 to 3 acres) and compatible with rural land use, including agriculture and commercial forestry.”  
 
Rangeley:  The Town of Rangeley is currently updating its comprehensive plan.  
 
Wilton: A comprehensive plan is located at http://www.wiltonmaine.org/govern.html.  Beginning on page 74, the plan 
includes a detailed section on agriculture and what Wilton is doing to support it. For example: 

“Local agriculture is beginning to experience a revival as local produce becomes more economically advantageous 
because of shipping costs. That being said, land value for development has increased rapidly, making the purchase of 
land for new agricultural endeavors prohibitive as well as providing a temptation for existing farms to sell for 
development. 

Farmland, like forest land, is important in preserving Wilton’s rural character and lessens the need for increased 
municipal services. These traditional land uses preserve scenic resources of the town while preserving the rural cultural 
values.” 

 
 Franklin County also has access to a number of educational program or events to learn more about local agriculture 
including the Franklin County Agricultural Fair, Open Farm Day, and Maine Agriculture in the Classroom.  Agriculture Fairs 
are part of every County and Franklin has the advantage of having an excellent one. The fair offers a number of opportunities 
for people to learn more about agriculture.  Open Farm Day recently celebrated its 20th year as the state’s premier farm visit 
program.  Each year host farms open their farms to the public on the 4th Sunday in July.  The public gets a chance to see a 
working farm and experience what it is like to farm today in Maine.  Last year, four farms participated in Franklin County.  
One new event again this year will be a Harvest Day at area schools. The event, coordinated by the State Department of 
Education, is an effort to have all school lunch programs serve mostly locally grown and prepared foods to their students.  
This will give every student an opportunity to experience and taste locally grown food and discuss where food comes from.  
All of these events contribute to the public’s awareness and education about agriculture and are designed to encourage both 
youth and adults to consider agriculture as a hobby or vocation.  �
 

Part of the reason people are interested in getting back into farming is the demand for locally produced agriculture 
products.  Organic products alone are seeing demand increase by 30% to 40% a year.  With that level of growth for local 
foods, along with a stable land base to support agriculture production and a growing number of people returning to 
agriculture, the region has a promising future in agriculture. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

�
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The following were mentioned in the farmers’ stories: 
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Blue Sky Produce, located in Franklin County, buys and sells fruits and vegetables for some 90 farms nationwide. It 
specializes in herbs, salad greens, spinach, baby vegetables, fiddleheads and wild blueberries. Owner, operator and native 
Mainer Lynn Thurston currently has twelve clients in Maine, including Locally Known Foods (greens) in Bowdoinham,  
W.S. Wells & Sons (fiddleheads) in Wilton  and eight small blueberry growers in Down East Maine. 
 
Like all brokers, Thurston buys, marks up the price, finds buyers and if need be arranges with the truckers or the airlines to 
get her products to market.  Instead of dealing with five buyers, the farmer only has to deal with me, says Thurston, who has 
been in the business since 1987. When she started, Thurston herself grew specialty produce for wholesale markets in Portland 
and Boston from her farm on Tory Hill and acted as a distributor for other growers. Now she only acts as a distributor. 
 
Thurston, who markets to wholesalers and retail chains, has thought long and hard about the system of distributing 
agricultural products that is now in place. The key to having more agriculture in Franklin County is farmers making more 
money from farming, says Thurston, adding that this means they have to have more control over the market.  “Ninety-nine 
percent of the food eaten in the United States is sold through retail chains. We need alternative distribution systems or we 
need to twist the chains so that they pay the farmers more. Our chances are better if we set up alternative systems,” says 
Thurston. 
 
An on-line market farmers market is one alternative; local season and year-round farmers markets are another, says Thurston. 
But the vision she has is that of a system that meets the needs of those who raise more than they can sell at the farmers 
markets.  “The most efficient system would be a cooperatively run regional warehouse devoted to cooling, freezing, 
processing and marketing,” says Thurston.  
�
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Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) is a growing movement from Maine to California whereby in return for 
“investing” or buying a “share” in a farm’s seasonal harvest, at the outset of the season, investors or shareholders are assured 
a supply of fresh produce or other farm products throughout the season and/or year. In return the farmer is assured up front 
capital at the beginning of the season. At last count there were 140 CSA share farms in Maine, including seven farms in 
Franklin County. They included: Island Farm in Avon, Marble Family Farm in Farmington, The Turkey Farm in New 
Sharon, Harry Brown’s Farm in Starks, King Farms in Weld and Porter Hill Farm in Farmington. Full shares are usually 
$400; half shares $200.  
 
:��������9E�"�	���9����	����������	�� �
Despite its name, Crown O’ Maine is not a formal cooperative. It began in 1995 in Aroostook County, when Jim Cook an 
organic farmer in northern Aroostook County got together with neighboring farmers to transport their produce to southern 
Maine. And despite its name it distributes both organic and non-organic products. Today, COMOC is the largest distributor 
of locally grown produce and processed food in Maine. According to its website, www.crownofmainecoop.com, it transports 
products from over 50 growers and processors  to its Central Maine warehouse in Gardiner and then on to more than 30 retail 
outlets in Central and Coastal Maine. Currently, it delivers to the Better Living Center in Farmington and White Water Farm 
& Market in New Sharon.  Several farms in the Greater Franklin County area distribute some or all of their produce through 
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COMOC. A unique feature of the COMOC website is the links it provides to websites of farmers using COMOC’s 
distribution system; in doing so it provides a link between the grower and the buyer. (See Distribution: The Turkey Farm). 
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Beyond commercial state and federally inspected slaughterhouses, the processing of vegetables and fruits is currently an 
individual affair i.e. each processor must license their own facility. However, a so-call “Shared Use Kitchen,” several years in 
the planning in the Farmington area, as a joint project of the Fairbanks School Neighborhood Association, the Town of 
Farmington, Threshold to Maine RC&D and the Farmington Area Food Pantry is expected to go on line in 2011. According 
to the proposal seeking funding for the project, the state-licensed kitchen would provide local processing capability to the 
farming community and other small scale entrepreneurs where they could prepare and process value-added foods for 
consumer marketing. The kitchen is seen as an intermediary step between the home kitchen and a large scale commercial 
processing facility, providing efficiencies and cost savings to food entrepreneurs.  
 
=&�"���	����#��������	������	��
The Maine Farms for the Future Program is a program that provides individual, on-site, team-based business planning 
assistance and implementation grants up to $25,000 to assist Maine farmers who wish to make changes in their farm 
operation to make it more viable.  It is a two phase program run by Coastal Maine Enterprises Inc for the Maine Department 
of Agriculture.  Since it inception in 2001 it has worked with 165 farms; six of those farms were located in Franklin County; 
one received an implementation grant. At program entry, 38 of the farms had gross income of under $10,000; 58 farms had 
gross incomes between $10,000 and $100,000; 32 farms had gross incomes between $100,000 and $500,000. 
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Now in its tenth year of “keeping farmland in farming”  primarily in southern and mid coast sections of the state, with the 
goal of  preserving 100,000 acres of farmland by 2012, the non-profit Maine Farmland Trust (MFT) works with farmland 
owners who wish to permanently protect their land from future non-farm development. It also connects prospective 
farmers seeking farmland with farmland owners who wish to see their agricultural lands remain active. And it purchases 
vulnerable farms, places an easement on them and resells them to interested farmers at their farmland value, not their 
development value. MFT has recently begun to concentrate its efforts in Franklin County. Last year, MFT and the Maine 
Cooperative Extension offered a farm transfer workshop for ten (mostly dairy) farmers in the Farmington area. Four of 
the families report that as a result of the workshops, they have legally transferred their farms to the next generation. 
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There are three basic kinds of facilities for processing meat and poultry available to Franklin County farmers.  If the meat 
and or poultry  is to be sold  statewide or beyond, it must be slaughtered at one of the five USDA  inspected facilities in 
Maine.( There is one – Luce’s Meats -in the Greater Franklin County area.)  If it is for sale only within Maine, it can be 
slaughtered at one of six State inspected facilities. (There are none in the Greater Franklin County area). If it is “not for 
sale,” it can be slaughtered at 13 state “Custom Exempt Only” facilities (There are three in the Greater Franklin County 
area); There is a fourth kind:  the state regulated “Grower Processor Exempt” facility (two of the three in the state are in 
the Greater Franklin County area but it is believed the chances of new farmers being able to establish such a facility is 
believed to be limited by cost and regulations. 
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From 2003 to 2006, The Western Maine Farm Fund, a program of the Western Mountains Alliance, guaranteed low 
interest loans from five banks to farmers in Franklin, Oxford, Somerset and Piscataquis County who could demonstrate a 
“reasonable” credit history and the ability to repay the proposed loan. A total of 17 loans totaling $311,000   and ranging 
from $6,000 to $30,000 were made by four banks: Franklin Savings, United Kingfield, Androscoggin Savings and Bangor 
Savings. Three Franklin County farmers received a total of five loans during the four years the program operated. The 
loans were for working capital, equipment and expansion of land.    
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An electronic farmers’ market  www.westernmainemarket .com selling meats, vegetables, fruits, baked goods and herbs for 
28 growers in the greater Franklin County area. Now in its first year, it is a pilot project of the non-profit Western Mountains 
Alliance, with funding from the Sustainable Agriculture Research and Education program.  The system serves to match local 
farmers with local customers through a website where farmers post weekly product and consumers can purchase online.  
Products ordered through the online site are picked up once a week at two sites in Farmington.  
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Ray Buck grew up in a dairy farming family in Maine, left for a 20 year career in electronics and computers and returned in 
2005 with his wife Linda, with the intent of starting a second career raising registered Angus seed stock. He began by 
purchasing 85 acres of the former David Archer dairy farm and then leased an additional 250 acres for the needed forage he 
would feed his animals.  He built a 10,000 square foot free stall barn and then with a lot of careful research began purchasing 
animals with high-end genetics  to produce high-end embryos that he would not only use to build up his own Angus herd but 
to  sell to others as well, all with the goal of producing high quality beef.  
 
Now in his third year of operation with a herd of 95 Angus, Buck is selling nationwide the high-end embryos produces on his 
farm. He is also selling the high-end heifers that were the result of implanting those embryos in his own “recipient” cows; he 
says he is breaking even but not because he is selling locally but because he is going to out-of-state markets. 
 
While Buck’s operation is on the cutting edge of technology, it is also distinguished by the Buck’s belief that small beef 
farmers in New England cannot compete with large western beef farmers for the eastern markets unless they collaborate with 
each other. So, in the winter of 2009, Buck convened a meeting of farmers in Franklin County to share his vision of 
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developing an “alliance” of farms and farmers raising Angus beef in Central Maine; he called it the Maine Angus Beef 
Alliance.  
 
He not only invited area beef farmers, he also invited dairy farmers because, as he saw it, it was time for them to start 
thinking about transitioning to beef, given the future of the dairy industry. They had the husbandry skills; they had the land 
and the grass. And acting in the aggregate with the existing beef farmers, he believed they could achieve economies of scale 
that would make them competitive with the western farms in the eastern markets, especially given the rising cost of 
transportation at the time. 
 
Buck made it clear to those dozen farmers who accepted his invitation that he did not envision a cooperative because 
cooperatives were unable to control the quality of their product. The model that best suited the individual farmer, said Buck, 
was an “incorporated alliance.” It not only provided economies of scale, it also assured standards of quality, a consistent 
supply of animals and a uniform product. 
 
Buck’s immediate goal was to start with a pilot operation in the Greater Franklin County area with a minimum of five farms 
and 1,000 head. Looking to the future, he envisioned 20 farms with 100 to 200 brood animals arriving at an aggregate of 
2,000-4,000 brood animals. The half-dozen farmers who attended the meeting took it all in and said they would think about 
it, noting that in terms of what he was envisioning, it would require a big investment with a slow return. Since the meeting, 
Buck has made informal alliances with two Maine farmers to market his heifers and culls. And he hasn’t given up on his idea 
of a formal alliance. He has joined the board of the New England Angus Association and reports that it is working to 
collaboratively develop markets for New England beef.  
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Russell Black is one of the few remaining farmers who can trace his roots back to when his grandfather grew corn and beans 
for the local canning factories. In some respects he’d like to return to those times when there was no need to do your own 
marketing and distribution, when there was a ready market for your product. Black, who is 56, has been farming full-time for 
36 years; he has been raising cattle and hay for almost 20 years. He owns 450 acres, leases 300 acres and puts up 800 to 
1,000 round bales and 4,000 to 5,000 square bales of hay a year. His herd averages 100 to 175 head; he sells 60 feeders a 
year.” I have a price I have to get, so where I sell depends on who is willing to meet my price,” says Black, noting that he 
avoids auctions. “I want to know what I am getting.”   
 
Black says he would rather sell beef than feeders but that takes marketing. “I didn’t go into farming to be a salesman; I want 
to farm, not market and that’s the downfall of many farmers,” says Black, adding that if he could join with others in a 
cooperative marketing and distribution venture, then he could concentrate on raising quality feeders and meat for the local 
market.  The former state president of the National Farmers Organization says while it’s hard to get people to commit, he 
could see three to five farmers getting together to grow and grade a product of consistent high quality year-round. 
“Cooperative marketing might be able to happen on a small scale and if it was successful it might grow,” says Black. 
 
Black says he’s done every kind of work off the farm to keep his farm going. He started out with loans from the Farmers 
Home Administration and over the past 15 years has built a relationship with Franklin Savings Bank. “I’ve been able to use 
different channels for capital and operating needs, everything from home equity loans to secured and unsecured notes; I 
haven’t had any issues with the bank,” says Black adding that the bank might not be keen on making a loan to a farmer unless 
they knew the farmer and were confident the loan could be paid back. He says his son, who teaches school, just got a Youth 
Loan to start his cord wood business from the Farmers Home Administration. 
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Marc Bailey, age 51, is one of the five other certified organic dairy farmers on Bailey Hill Road affected by the sale and 
subdivision of the 160 acre Osborne dairy farm back in 2004. Bailey says he wasn’t surprised when the farm was sold to a 
developer, as one realtor once told him “this is a high commodity place.” The Bailey family has been farming the uplands for 
generations, ever since they received land for fighting in the Revolutionary War.  
 
Bailey’s herd of 120 registered Holstein produced one million pounds of milk last year, which he sold under contract to 
Organic Valley, one of the three buyers of organic milk in Franklin County. He also put up 7,000 square bales and 900 round 
bales of hay.  
 
Bailey owns 160 acres on both sides of the road; 60 acres are in pasture. He rents another 150 acres, all within seven miles of 
his farm. He says he worries about the future of those leases; that those fields will be lost. He says it doesn’t matter if you 
have a formal lease or not - and that the new $350,000 houses in the open fields with the terrific views with the  increased 
traffic they have brought to the area will have a negative impact on the future of his own farm.  
 
But that’s not all - Marc’s son Tom rents another 75 acres for his own herd at the former Fitch Farm including 20 acres of 
hayfield at the former Osborne farm., where  Tom  says the homeowners are not comfortable with the fact that he must leave 
some of his equipment there during haying season. “We paid too much for the view to be looking at your equipment,” the 
new residents tell him.  
 
Since the sale and development of the Osborne farm, another dairy farm on the road has gone on the market, offering 100 
acres out of the 400-acre farm and an old farmhouse, barn for $425,000. Locals say the development price makes it 
unaffordable for young farmers to buy and pay off. Before it was listed with a local realtor, it was enrolled in Maine 
FarmLink, a program of Maine Farmland Trust that connects prospective farmers seeking farmland with retiring farmers and 
other farmland owners who wish to see their agricultural land remain active. 
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David Pike worked at a local paper mill for years before retiring in 1998 to farm full-time on his rich intervale land along the 
Temple Stream on Route 2/4 in Farmington. These days, the 73 year-old Pike, who purchased the farm in 1974 with his wife 
Verna, shares the seasonal work of raising peas, cucumbers, raspberries, corn and strawberries with his son Darryl, a music 
teacher in the local schools. While most of their crop is sold from their roadside farm stand adjacent to their field, their two 
and one-half acres of strawberries are what the farm is best known for. It’s no surprise. Pike is noted in the industry for his 
experimental work on growing strawberries with fruit and vegetable specialist Dave Handley of the University of Maine. He 
is one of the few growers in Maine growing strawberries with black plastic, a practice that, among other things reduces weeds 
and conserves water. 
 
And while Pike’s strawberries have been the farm’s major crop, it sales depended largely on its pick-your-own operation. But 
the years when Bass Shoe workers turned out in droves to pick strawberries, when the local shoe shop closed for its annual 
mid-summer break, are now a distant memory, says Pike. But we are not alone on this, he notes. Pike, who is a member of 
the Board of Directors of the North America Strawberry Growers Association, reports that the declining interest in pick-your-
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own is occurring across the country.   And while Pike is still selling strawberries – as much as 20,000 quarts – when the 
weather cooperates, these past two years, with all its rain, have not been good. With this year’s heavy rainfall, Pike estimates 
he lost 25,000 quarts, due to the weather which compounded the falling interest in picking your own. “The future is not in 
pick-your-own,” declares Pike. 
 
But, when Mother Nature cooperates, the Pike operation is perfectly timed to use local students. Some 20 to 25 students a 
year, who began when they attended middle school and continued on through high school and university, work in the fields, 
and at their roadside stand. Because of Darryl’s school year employment, the Pike’s have a strong connection to the student 
labor force. Darryl is able to recruit the students he believes will provide the farm with consistent labor. Darryl says if the 
season from June through August were any longer, he would not know where to get his reliable local labor.  It’s a problem 
the Wilton (high bush) Blueberry Farm knows well; its season begins in August, when students are thinking about returning 
to school, and ends in October. 
 
Weather and pick-your-own issues are not the only issues concerning Pike and the future of his small farm operation. There 
is the whole issue of food safety and GAP certification that is due to come on line in 2010. “We all want safe food but this 
certification requirement is going to be a killer for the small growers,” says Pike, who has attended at least one workshop on 
the new regulations that he says are not only costly and time consuming but are inappropriate for small operations like his.  
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Ellen and Jim James started farming eleven years ago along the upper reaches of the Sandy River on 235 acres (115 acres in fields). They 

started slow and small as hay farmers with 16 cattle (Hereford-Simmental). Today, they lease an additional 55 acres of fields, have a herd 

of 100 beef cattle (Angus Cross), which they raise with intensive rotational grazing (5-6 rotations a summer), and grow three acres of 

organic vegetables. In addition to their cow-calf operation, they also raise grass-fed beef, pork, lamb and free-range chickens.  

 

The James sell their produce to several local stores year-round and through several seasonal venues including farmers markets in 

Farmington and Kingfield. They also distribute their produce through 12 Community Supported Agricultural shares ($400 family size) and 

105 Senior Farm Shares, each worth $50.  “There is a huge need for Senior Farm Share around here,” says Ellen.  

 

The James wholesale some of their beef to Whitewater Farm & Market in New Sharon, which, in turn has the animals slaughtered and 

butchered at a USDA inspected facility. When it comes to retailing their beef, the James’ are typical of the many farmers who have their 

animals slaughtered and processed at a “Custom-Exempt Only” facility. They do this by engaging in a pre-slaughter sale whereby they 

deliver the animal to the facility where the customer picks up the finished product, custom cut to their specifications.  

 

When the butcher at the USDA and State inspected facility  they were using to slaughter and process their beef decided he could do better 

as a  “Custom Exempt Only” facility”  they stuck with him because, as Jim explains, “We trust him; we raise our animals with care and we 

want to make sure our customers get what we raise.” And yet because of the growing market for local meat, and despite the fact that the 

custom exempt butchers are able to process more meat than they could under the USDA regulations, the James, who take their animals to 

the facility eight to nine months a year, say they are finding their butcher is booked way ahead of time and is taking orders now for next 

year (2010).  

 

While the James have the opportunity to get on board literally with Associated Grocers of Maine and place their produce in small grocery 

stores throughout New England, they say they are not quite ready as they lack the capacity to store and process the amount of vegetables 

that such a commitment would require.  
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And there is the issue of labor. “This is a quality of life enterprise; I’m not sure I want to be supervising anyone,” says Jim. 
(Two of their daughters are away at college). Nevertheless, they have taken the first step. With the idea of ramping up to 
three tons of root crops, they have begun working on a business plan with Farms for the Future to increase their storage 
capacity either by building a root storage cellar under their barn or going the route of a refrigerated unit above ground.  
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Bussie York’s farm along the Sandy River has grown to encompass 1,200 acres in sixty years since his father began the 
operation raising Herefords. In time, the beef gave way to dairy. “Beef did not have the cash flow that dairy has,” says York, 
whose herd of 150 Holsteins and milking Shorthorns are currently producing one million pounds of organic milk. “But now,” 
he says, “the future of dairy – organic and conventional – is also cloudy until the whole global situation evens out.”  With the 
surplus of organic milk, the price is dropping $2 per hundredweight with a 15 percent mandated drop in production, says 
York, who ships his milk to Organic Valley, a farmer cooperative based in Wisconsin... The drop in production aside, York 
says you still have to milk the cows 365 days a year. “You can’t be inconsistent with cows and either you do it or you get 
someone else to do it,” says York, noting that it is difficult to get local workers to milk cows twice a day. 
 
For his dairy needs, York has turned to a pool of Mexican workers provided by Agri-Placement Services, a company based in 
Macedon, New York. Its website www.agri-placement.com states that the company is “a dairy and other farm employee 
placement company whose mission is to ensure a stable and sufficient labor supply for the future by implementing proven 
morally sound principles of human resource management.” He currently has two Mexican workers who do most of his 
milking. He houses and pays them according to the company’s guidelines. As for local labor, York says, “It is removed from 
the experience; a lot of young people have had no contact with agriculture; they were not brought up on a farm; there is no 
schooling available.” 
 
Labor issues aside and not one to sit and wait out the current dairy crisis, York and his family are moving to further diversify 
their farm and take advantage of the local food movement. In addition to raising corn, soybeans, barley and oats for its own 
animals, for the past 25 years, Sandy River Farms has been  selling custom mix grain blends to more than two dozen area 
farmers. Three years ago, taking advantage of the energy crisis, the farm began selling some of its corn as fuel, along with 
corn stoves and furnaces. 
 
“The whole principle is diversity,” says son-in-law Erik Johnson, referring to the farm’s current work in progress: a year-
round farm store that will not only retail its milk in glass bottles but make yoghurt, mozzarella cheese, and ice cream. “It’s 
one of the last steps in attaining sustainability,” says Johnson, age 41.  “Either you get larger or you add value to the products 
you already have,” he explains. Plans for the three-story, 28 by 44 foot store under construction in the summer of 2009 not 
only include a cheese making room but a bakery and root storage facility for vegetable crops. “It’s all about getting as close 
to the customer as possible,” says York.�
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Thayden Farrington operates a 360 acre dairy farm in Jay; he has a herd of 100 Holsteins and was one of the first farmers in 
the county to initiate an improved pasture grazing system. He became a certified organic operation in 2002 and received a 
Silver Award from Organic Valley in 2005. Three local men help him run the farm. They are good workers and get the job 
done, says the aging Farrington. “Maybe I’m just lucky,” he says, when he hears others say it is hard to find good help.  
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Farrington leases an additional 54 acres of land for hay and pasturing. At least one of his four leased lands – a 25 acre piece 
he has leased and maintained for the past 15 years – may soon no longer be available. It is now, along with an 1800 
farmhouse, on the market for $260,000. The price was recently reduced from $299,000.  Farrington says he has put a lot of 
work into the field which commands as spectacular a view of the western Maine mountains as his own fields do. The first 
year he hayed the land he got 15 bales; last year, he got over 200 bales of hay in the course of three cuttings. “The land is not 
good for crops unless you want to pick stones,” says Farrington. “If I were younger and the price were reasonable, I might 
entertain the idea of buying the fields, but I’m not and it is not,” says Farrington.  
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John Donald’s dairy farm consists of 165 cows, 550 acres and an additional 300 acres of leased land along the Sandy River. 
His herd of Holsteins produces about 1.5 million pounds of milk a year for Horizon, one of the three organic milk processors 
doing business in Maine. Donald was one of the first dairy farmers in the county to switch over to organic in 2002 (there are 
now 13 others). “I’m damned glad I did,” says Donald, who was named “Maine Diary Farmer of the Year” in 2009. Not only 
has his four-year contract  brought stability to the farm, at $25 per hundredweight, the base price he is currently getting is a 
little more than double the price being paid to the so-called “conventional” dairy farmers.  But even though his costs are 
higher, the bottom line is still better with organic, says Donald. 
 
Organic or not, Maine dairy farmers have it easier than those in other states these days, says Donald, because Maine provides 
a subsidy – albeit one that fluctuates – to all its dairy farmers, stabilizing an otherwise volatile industry. “Maine’s four year-
old ‘Tier’ program is a shining star in the dairy industry,” he says.  But he worries how much longer the state can continue to 
keep the diary farmers in business, given the current economic downturn.  
 
As Donald sees the situation today, not only are consumers cutting back on buying high-priced organic milk,  there was a 
lack of foresight on the part of the  organic dairy industry that compounded the economic situation for their producers. 
“Horizon kept bringing on more and more farms,” says Donald. “They went from 230 to an estimated 450 farms in a matter 
of a few years so now they have contracts for more milk than they can sell. The fact that the export of dried milk has dropped 
from ten percent to one percent this year hasn’t helped.” 
 
 In an attempt to backpedal, the two of the three organic processors – Hood and Horizon – have asked its producers to 
voluntarily cut back production, while Organic Valley has called for a mandatory cut back in production, reports Donald. But 
it hasn’t stopped there. All three have cut the price they were paying farmers and Hood has given at least ten of its dairy 
farmers in Aroostook and Washington County notice that they will soon be dropped. All this, after farmers invested heavily 
in transitioning to organic, says Donald. 
 
Donald says the federal pricing system and its policy of cheap food is at the root of the dairy farmer’s problems.   The 
Federal Milk Marketing Act was passed to protect the farmer in 1937; now it protects the processors and retailers, he adds. 
However, he heard there is legislation – the Federal Milk Marketing Improvement Act and the National Dairy Policy Reform 
Bill - currently in Congress that is trying to ensure that dairy farmers get a fair price for their product and to modernize the 
federal dairy policy. Donald asks: Why is it that a gallon of regular milk sells for $3.59 and the farmer only gets $1.07?  
 
Donald says the first goal is to survive the downturn, which he says is unlike any other he has experienced in the volatile 
world of dairying. It will be important to keep Maine’s safety net, he says. While he doesn’t worry about those dairy farmers 
who are big and can produce milk more cheaply and have no debt to carry, he’s worried about the others. The smaller farmers 
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will survive only if they find their own local niche. He reports there is a movement afoot in Maine to start a local organic 
milk processing plant that would tie into the local food movement. But that’s an expensive venture.  
 
And of course, there is always “diversification,” which he says his neighbor dairy farmer Bussie York is a master at, with his 
corn stoves, grain and new farm store. Half-joking, with a twinkle in his eye, Donald, who is an avid hunter and who worked 
in a paper mill for 17 years, while farming, to pay for his farm which he runs with his two nephews, says he could always 
increase the diversity of his farm by becoming a Registered Maine Guide. 
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Now in his 25th year of operation, niche farmer Bob Neal raises and processes some 3,300 free-range turkeys on his 30 acre 
farm (six acres are in range). He is fanatic about having control over his product and direct contact with his customers. “I am 
the face of the Turkey Farm,” says Neal. 
 
Once a month, year-round, he can be found driving one of his four refrigerated trucks to Bangor and Bar Harbor (the College 
of the Atlantic and Jackson Labs) and to natural food stores in mid-coast Maine. He also makes a weekly 122-mile, round-
trip to Brunswick for the year-round farmers markets there. He concedes that if the distributors Crown O’ Maine Organic 
Cooperative and Farm Fresh Connection had been around when he started out, he might have gone with them. “But then 
again, it would be their face on my turkeys, not mine.”  
 
Neal uses three of his refrigerated trucks at the Fryeburg Fair where he serves the turkey dinners that provide him with a 
hefty part of his income. Back on the farm, his store on heavily travelled Route 27 serves year-round customers with fresh 
and frozen turkeys, many of whom have purchased one of his 105-plus CSA shares - shares that provided him with $15,000 
up front this year. The former newspaper man also keeps in touch with his customers year-round with “The Turkey Times” 
and a website: www.theturkeyfarm.com . 
 
The Turkey Farm is one of four poultry farms in Maine with a license to operate a “Grower-Producer Exempt” 
slaughterhouse. That means Neal can only slaughter and sell the birds he owns; he can’t sell his birds out of state and he 
cannot slaughter more than 20,000 birds a year. While he has no problem with the constraints, Neal says the state has made it 
nearly impossible for anyone new to get into the business because of the cost. He says he was only able to do so because he 
was under USDA jurisdiction when he built his plant in 1990 and because he bought second hand equipment. Even then it 
cost him more than $100,000; he expects it would cost at least $200,000 today.  
 
Neal is quick to point out that he is competing with the recent subsidies to state-funded slaughterhouse facilities and the 
numerous loopholes associated with them. No friend of government, if he had his druthers, Neal says Maine should return to 
the USDA’s ‘999 standard’ so small timers could start a business and grow it enough to be able to afford a full 
slaughterhouse later. “No regulations if you slaughter no more than 999 birds. Have you ever heard of anyone getting sick 
who bought a chicken down the road? The regulations are for those slaughter houses that kill a million a day says Neal; small 
farms shouldn’t be saddled with the same regulations.”  
 
Neal, who is in production 12 months a year raising, butchering, freezing and selling his turkeys, uses local labor. “No one 
here has grown up on a farm,” he says, adding that he spends a lot of time and energy training and supervising his employees. 
He currently employs two full time and two part time local workers. “Local labor has good hands and good heads, we just 
have to find what they are good at and train them,” says Neal, who pays $10 an hour to start with and paid holidays. (There is 
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no minimum wage for farm workers in Maine). Because he essentially runs a slaughterhouse facility, his employees pay 
directly into AFLAc for disability insurance. Despite the fact that he runs a tight ship and pays somewhat livable wages, Neal 
admits he has had his share of labor turnover and he notes that drug use is often at the bottom of it.   
 
At a business seminar about 20 years ago, a speaker said start-up businesses, which Neal had at the time, should look first to 
friends and family for financing.  He did. He borrowed from his mother-in-law to build his slaughterhouse and one addition, 
guaranteeing to pay her at the end of each year at least the interest the money would have earned in municipal bonds. By 
1992, his business had grown enough that he could borrow from Coastal Enterprises Inc. to build a brooder house and buy 
some equipment for the slaughterhouse.   
 
He was also borrowing each season from a local bank to pay his feed bills, using the flocks as collateral and paying off the 
loan after Thanksgiving.  But about 1993, a new loan officer refused the loan and Neal took his business to a new bank in 
town, which rewrote the CEI loan and started a line of credit for Neal to buy feed. The bank also lent him money to buy his 
first two refrigerator trucks, his tractor and tractor implements and some of the second hand slaughterhouse equipment. When 
his loan officer moved to another bank, Neal moved with him. Since then he has never been turned down for a loan. 
 
�
 
!�	���	���
����0��������2������,����	��$�!	�����
 
Amy Leblanc is a master cello teacher; she is also one of the quintessential niche farmers that everyone refers to when they 
talk about Maine’s Agricultural Creative Economy Sector. Her specialty is tomatoes but not just any kind of tomatoes – the 
kind known as “heirloom,” or open pollinated. Under the protection of three greenhouses on her southern facing, 98-acre 
farm, LeBlanc organically raises and sells the seedlings of more than 150 varieties of tomatoes each year. She also raises 94 
varieties of peppers and 20 varieties of eggplant, five varieties of garlic and numerous flowers and herbs.  
 
LeBlanc primarily markets and sells her seedlings through a catalogue that she has been mailing out for 17 years. Customers 
order in advance and pick up their partially pre-paid orders from the farm in late May. She also sells her seedlings at various 
venues throughout the state including the four-day Fedco Tree Sale in Clinton, the Northern New England Home Garden and 
Flower Show in Fryeburg, and the seasonal, weekly Sandy River Farmers Market in Farmington. Last year, she raised 
some15, 000 individual seedlings and 500 six packs of seedlings for a total of 18,000 plants. 
 
But her seedlings are only one part of her business.  For the past 15 years, she has been adding value to the crop of tomatoes, 
peppers, garlic, and herbs that she grows in her raised bed gardens.  In her state-licensed home kitchen she makes everything 
from hot pepper jelly to pickled garlic scapes, jams and jellies, enchilada sauces, specialty culinary herb mixes and flavored 
vinegars. 
 
LeBlanc started by licensing her own kitchen but was then told by the state she had to build a separate kitchen; it now takes 
up half of her family garage.  She has several issues regarding the state licensing process that stem primarily from 
communication between state offices. To operate her business, she needs at least three licenses (nursery, processing and 
mobile vendor), in addition to a comprehensive review of all her recipes by the Department of Food Science and Human 
Nutrition at the University of Maine.  
 
LeBlanc would be interested in growing her business beyond Maine but a second hurdle with existing regulations makes the 
possibility prohibitive for a small processor. She has an Acidified Foods  License (through the University of Maine, issued by 
the USDA), but the high cost ($1,500 to $5,000) of equipment required for monitoring the temperature and time during 
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processing, and the costly (loss of product) test for seal integrity required by the USDA puts small batch processing out of 
practical reach.   Expanding the operation becomes a matter of scale.  To take advantage of out-of-state sales would require 
significant expansion, expensive equipment, and loss of the personal touch.  So for now, Leblanc will continue to focus on 
new Maine outlets for her products with quantities that are manageable within the existing kitchen facilities. 
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Butch Wells Jr., age 48, runs an extraordinary diversified farm operation. Where other diversified farms sell produce and 
beef, Wells sells fiddleheads and venison. He purchases some 30,000 pounds of fiddleheads from pickers throughout the 
Northeast and distributes them across the country. On his 140-acre farm, he raises deer fed in part on 1,000 bales of hay he 
grows each and sells them to the local freezer trade. He also sells dried beans and green beans (fresh and pickled). Venison 
and beans aside, Wells is best known for the cannery that has been in his family for four generations, and for the fiddleheads 
three generations of Wells have canned for the national market. 
 
But change is occurring. Canning not only requires a lot of labor and maintenance of machinery, each vegetable is governed 
by a different set of regulations, explains Wells, and then asks:  “Do you know anyone who wants to buy a canning factory?” 
That said, he no longer cans beet greens or dandelions. And it would appear he is phasing out of canning fiddleheads and 
focusing on fresh fiddleheads. This year, he trucked seventy-five percent of the crop to Hannaford’s Portland warehouse on a 
daily basis during the five week fiddlehead season. Hannaford then distributed them to its other New England stores.  
 
While there are no regulations regarding the selling of fresh fiddleheads, Wells notes that the sale to Hannaford requires a 
farmer to take out a $1 million food liability insurance policy. Most of what he didn’t sell to Hannaford, Wells sold to Lynn 
Thurston of Blue Sky Produce in Phillips. She found the buyers and arranged for the air transport out of Logan Airport in 
Boston to wholesalers and restaurants as far away as San Francisco. The only thing Wells had to do was box the fresh 
fiddleheads and drive to Logan. What wasn’t sold fresh was canned. Many were shipped direct to Mainers living in Florida, 
reports Wells. 
 
Despite the presence of his product in a national market, Wells says there is not enough money in fiddleheads to expand his 
operation.  And so he is turning to growing fresh vegetables such as zucchini, squash and cucumbers. He currently sells fresh 
produce to the local Hannaford in Farmington. “They expect quality and they pay for it,” says Wells.  As for the venison, he 
no longer cans it but sells instead fresh to the freezer trade. “There is more money in fresh,” says Wells. 
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In operation for the past 15 years, Whitewater Farm & Market is the creation of beef farmer and grain dealer Russell Dodge 
who - without fanfare - sells local farm products seasonally and year-round from over 60 Maine farms, mostly within a fifty 
mile radius of his Route 27, New Sharon store. Dodge, who is 59,  says he buys direct from the farmers because he wants 
control over the quality and notes that most of the products he sells come from small farms that have developed a niche 
market be it turkey or cheese or specialty meats. “This is where the farmer gets a better rate of return for their products,” says 
Dodge, noting that two-thirds of the price goes to the farmer and one-third goes to the store.  
 
Dodge figures that two-thirds of the farmers he purchases from are in Franklin County. Thanks to the distributorship of 
Crown O’ Maine Organic Cooperative (COMOC) he is currently selling farm products from as far away as Aroostook 
County; they are delivered to him on a weekly basis. “Crown O’ Maine has advanced Maine agriculture by leaps and bounds; 
it used to be you had to jump in your car with your cheese and deliver it yourself,” says Dodge, who, thanks to COMOC, 
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