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Bitterroot Valley Food System

Community Food Project (CFP) – Assessment and Planning

www.bitterrootvalleyfood.info
Our Mission is to have more of the food that is consumed in the valley produced in the valley.   The project will Create a Plan for a more sustainable, local food production and supply system that fosters the economic health of our communities and farms, the social and physical health of our citizens, and the environmental health of our valley.   

Our Goals are to:   

1.    Improve access to fresh, healthy, locally produced food for low-income folks, schools, various institutions,     

seniors and all residents in the valley.  
2.    Provide improved markets with a fair return to farmers to support agriculture in the valley.
3.    Stimulate the start up of new businesses in food production, processing, and distribution.
4.    Identify infrastructure & facilities needed for a secure community food system.
5.    Identify policy changes that will enhance and support the above goals.


We have completed an extensive Community Food Assessment that took place from Oct. 2007 through March 2009, involving well over 1000 citizens in the valley.  In the process, a Community Coalition has been formed which will engage in facilitated meetings to develop a Plan for a secure community food system.  The Plan will consist of specific goals and recommendations to ensure that the food needs of low-income people are met, to increase the food related sustainability and self-reliance of the valley, and to create an economic environment where diversified farming and processing of locally produced food is stimulated and encouraged.

The Full Report will be posted on the website, Food Assessment page, and will include the following:
      Documenting the production of fruit, vegetables, seeds, starts, meat, and other foods in the county, including the history of same, including where they are marketed and identifying constraints to local food production, processing and distribution.  Two Ag History narratives are posted, a general ag history by Allen Bjergo and a history of the Stockman’s Association by Rob Johnson.  Appendix.1- with Ag Census data from 1920 to 2007, a Farmland Soils Map for the county, and summaries of farmer/rancher, meat processor, and value-added food producer surveys are also posted on the website.
      Documenting the consumption of local foods in the valley, including those moving through school lunch programs, food banks, and other food services to needy people, and investigating barriers, obstacles, and opportunities for getting locally grown foods into the schools and other area institutions.  A SPSS (statistical) analysis of the 838 consumer surveys that we gathered will be included as well as summaries of school, restaurant, institution, and grocery store surveys.   (We used eight different surveys and they are also posted.)
      Other Information:
    A listing of all the food-related services in the county that could benefit producers, including slaughterhouses, certified kitchens, wholesalers, storage availability, processing facilities, compost facility, financial assistance for farmers, and opportunities for new farmers.  A paper on Policy Issues that affect food will be added.
     Descriptions of government funded food programs operating in the county, and those that are used in area schools, hospitals, and nursing homes.   A listing of all the food retail and donation outlets in the valley.

The Summary Report is in print form (also on the website) and is being distributed in the community.

This Project is supported by a Planning Grant from the

USDA - Community Food Projects (CFP) – Competitive Grants Program

                 Administered by the Cooperative State Research, Education, and Extension Service (CSREES)

Awarded to: Sustainable Living Systems;  Victor, Mt.   642-3601

www.sustainablelivingsytems.org               info@sustainablelivingsystems.org
Introduction

Why strive for self reliance?   


Our industrial food system is built on fossil fuel.  It has been calculated that the U.S. food system requires 10 units of fossil fuel energy to produce just one unit of food energy.   Others have stated that we either have passed the “peak oil” moment in history, or will soon do so, meaning oil will become harder and costlier to extract from the earth, while global demand continues to increase.


Climate change will also force us to change our food production and delivery system to a more sustainable and a more localized one.  Currently, our industrial agriculture system is responsible for 25 - 35% of the world’s carbon dioxide emissions, 60% of methane gas emissions, and 80% of nitrous oxide, these being the three leading greenhouse gases.1   

Economically, farmers are being squeezed out of business and off the land.  In the 19th century we have lost 2/3 of our farmers nationwide, (Figure 1), mostly family farmers, while the remaining farms have become larger and more industrialized (Figure 2).   In Ravalli County, nearly half of the 1,532 farms reporting on the 2007 Ag Census are operated by farmers who are age 60 or more and it is the first time in the county that a net loss in cash returns for ag sales was recorded.   


Furthermore, our economic system is collapsing around us causing businesses to close and jobs to be terminated.  Given the confluence of these events, change is certainly upon us and strategies to increase local resilience and self-reliance are becoming ever more important.   (For the many benefits of a local food system and our 7-point plan for building one, see the SLS website, Local Food System page.)

Figure 1 – Non-metro farming-dependent counties, 1950 and 2000





Figure 2
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	As the number of farms (x 1000) declined, their average size increased.
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1.  Goldsmith, Edward.  “How to Feed People Under a Regime of Climate Change.”  World Affairs Journal 7.3 (2003):3.

Ravalli County Agriculture

Loss of Ag. Lands in Ravalli County2

Ravalli County is 2,400 square miles in size with 1,862 square miles of this total land area in federal land ownership, mainly Forest Service national forest and wilderness areas. The remaining 538 square miles of land (344,000 acres) is largely non-federal land and primarily private lands (although there are some other federal lands in the county, such as fish and wildlife refuge lands, and some state lands). 


In 1970 the population of Ravalli County stood at 14,500 people. Growth was strong in the ‘70s and the population reached 22,600 by 1980. Growth waned in the mid-‘80s, resulting in only a modest population increase to around 25,000 people by 1990.  Strong growth then returned in the early ‘90s, pushing the valley’s population to over 36,000 by 2000.  The very latest estimate places the county’s population at about 40,000.

In the mid-90s, agricultural lands accounted for roughly 70 percent of all land in Ravalli County that is outside of Forest Service lands.  As the population of the valley has grown and the number of homes

and other development has increased, there has been a steady decline in valley ag land.  

There are two major sources of information on ag land acreage. One is the U.S. Census of Agriculture (www.agcensus.usda.gov) which does comprehensive assessments of agriculture every five years, including estimates of land in farms.  “Farms” are all operations producing and selling agricultural product of $1,000 or more during the year.  (From the 1997 Ag. Census on, a different method was used for arriving at number of farms, yielding bigger numbers, and the term 'farm' includes ranches.)     

The other is the Montana Department of Revenue (MDOR) which classifies and periodically values all land and other property for taxation purposes.  Figure 3 shows their assessments of ag land by type for Ravalli County since 1978.  In 2004 there was over 210,000 acres of various types of ag land, including over 30,000 acres in “non-qualifying ag land.” Parcels 20 to 160 acres in size, under one ownership, are classified as agricultural if at least $1,500 in agricultural product is produced and sold.  If this $1,500 threshold in ag sales is not met, these parcels are classified as “nonqualifying ag land.”

2 Source: Swanson, Larry, O’Connor Center Report, April 2006,  (http://crmw.org/read/Downloads/BRLT/Parts1-4.pdf) 

“Growth and Change in the Bitterroot Valley and Implications for Area Agriculture and Ag Lands”


Figure 3 – MDOR classification2
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Ravalli County Farms

Contrary to the national trend (Figure 2 above) the average farm size here has decreased.   The highest number of farms in the county in years past was in 1950 with 1,410 farms and that year also saw the highest average farm size (276 acres) and the most acreage in farms (388,711).   In 2007 there were 1,532 farms, the most ever, but the average size was 172 acres.   (source: Ag Census data)

Ravalli County Beef3         

Cattle are a critical part of the valley’s agriculture with livestock and related products comprising 77% of total agricultural sales, mostly beef production.  The number of farms selling cattle and calves has varied between 450 and 650 since 1982.  Back in 1950, however there were 1,025 farms selling cattle and calves.   Cash receipts for livestock have held steady at around $18 million to $19 million from ’82 to ‘02, but leaped up to nearly $27 million in 2007.   However, total farm expenses also rose in ’07, and for the first time in the past 25 years the 2007 Ag Census report shows a negative net cash return for Ravalli County farms to the tune of $2 million over all.   In 2007, 71% of the farms and ranches (1085) reported net losses, with an average loss/farm of $11,506, and 447 farms reported net gains with an average gain/farm of $23,277. 


Most cattle raised in the valley are not sold locally, but rather enter the industrialized commodity system.  In 2007 there were 34,392 head of cattle & calves, and 15,594 beef cows reported so about 50,000 head of cattle being raised for meat in the valley.  The number of beef that are slaughtered locally in a year, for the local market, is just under 2,000 (Source: our meat processor survey).   The ’07 Ag Census reported that 25,678 cattle were sold in 2007, so over 23,500 head left the valley.   


National per capita spending for beef in retail and food service was about $247 in 2007, and per capita consumption of beef was 62.8 pounds and has remained stable throughout the past decade.4     Assuming valley residents follow national averages, the valley population of 40,000 spent $9.88 million on beef in 2007 and consumed 2.5 million pounds of beef, which translates to about 5,000 cattle. (For every 1000 pound animal, there are about 500 pounds of edible meat).   


To sum it up, the farms in the valley exported 23,500 cattle to the industrial feed-lot system, we slaughtered about 2,000 locally, and apparently imported in boxed meat the equivalent of about 3,000 for local consumption.   Given that the average retail cost of beef in 2007 was $3.77 per pound5 , it appears that folks in Ravalli County spent about $5.66 million on imported beef in 2007.   How can we capture more of these food dollars for the local economy?

3  (Source:  CFP Report, Appendix 1-Ravalli Co. Farm Data 1920-2007 from USDA Ag Census)
4 Cattle-fax, April 2008, Nat’l Cattlemen’s Beef Association, Funded by the Beef Checkoff  
5 Economic Research Service, “Choice beef values...”, 16 Jan., 2009
	Figure 4

The chart to the right shows the distribution of farms in Ravalli county in 2002 and 1997 by size classes in acres, with large farms and ranches of 2,000 acres or more at the top (19 farms in all) and very small farms of less than 10 acres at the bottom Just over half of all farms in the valley are in the 10 to 49 acre class (745 farms). Another 184 farms are in the under 10 acres group.
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Ravalli County Ag – Other Livestock    (Source: CFP Report, Appendix 1-Ravalli Co. Farm Data 1920-2007)

 
Dairy:  There has been a major reduction of dairy farms in the county.  In 1950 there were 8,895 milk cows on 1,105 farms and 607 farms sold milk.   In 2007 there were 1,736 milk cows being raised in the valley on 30 farms, but only 19 of these reported that they sold dairy products. 


Hogs:  The same is true for hog farming.   In 1950, 458 farms reported raising hogs with 6,804 in inventory.   In 1970 only 13 farms had hogs with 237 in inventory.   


Sheep:  The number of farms raising sheep has stayed pretty much the same over the years, between 100 and 120, but the count of sheep (& lambs) has decreased from a high of 14,637 in 1950 to a low of 4,475 in ’07. 

Ravalli County Ag – Grains and Produce   (Source: CFP Report, Appendix 1-Ravalli Co. Farm Data 1920-2007)


Corn:  In 1945 there were 21 farms growing corn for grain on 145 acres.  This reduced to 8 farms on 14 acres in 1950 and 14 farms grew corn for silage in 1950.   Since then there has been no corn grown for grain until one farm reported doing so in 2007.   A few farms have grown corn for silage over the years and in 2007 the number has increased to 11 farms on 468 acres.  

Wheat:  The highest production of wheat was in 1950 when there were 419 farms growing wheat on 8,546 acres.    That number has declined consistently to a low of 11 farms on 1,501 acres reported in 2007.


Barley:  The high was 1950 - 372 farms on 7,134 acres.  The low was 2007 - 17 farms on 1,223 acres.


Oats:   The high was 1950 – 376 farms on 5,312 acres.   The low was 2007 – 13 farms on 455 acres.

Hay:  The acreage in hay in the valley has held steady over the years, hovering at around 40,000, and the highest number was in 2002 at 44,256 acres on 754 farms.

Potatoes:  The high was 1950 with 391 farms on 636 acres.   The low was 1992 with 5 farms, acreage not given.   In 2007 the there were 10 farms raising potatoes on 3 acres total.   


Sugar Beets:  The high was 1945 with 122 farms on 4,154 acres.  1950 had 97 farms on 3,438 acres.  Since then there has been no sugar beet production.


Vegetables:   The high was in 1945 with 132 farms growing vegetables on 907 acres.   This diminished until only 5 farms reported growing vegetables in 1992 but has rebounded since then with 11 farms in ’97, 17 farms in ’02 and a recent high of 45 farms in 2007 on 69 acres.


Orchards:   1950 was the year with the highest production of fruit recorded in the Ag Census with 668 farms and 1,509 acres of orchard.   In the 2007 census there were 67 farms reporting 244 acres of orchard.   

Ravalli County Agriculture - Conclusion

It appears that 1950 was a booming year for farming in the valley.   Since then there has been a steep decline in all areas of production except for hay, cattle and recently a bit of a resurge in vegetable production.   Figure 5 below shows the overall decline in ag sales.  (Source:  O’Connor Center Report. April, 2006)

	Figure 5

Total cash receipts by ag producers have steadily fallen in inflation-adjusted dollars since the early ‘70s. This chart shows the two major categories: livestock and crop receipts.

Crop marketing receipts are considerably lower than receipts from livestock sales, but the difference between these has steadily declined as livestock receipts have fallen. The value in 2000 dollars of all crop marketing receipts totaled about $8 to $9 million annually in the mid’-70s. In the early ‘90s these had fallen to as low as $6 million annually but more recently have risen back to $9 to $10 million a year. 
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