Ravalli County Community Food Assessment - - - Farmer/Rancher Survey 

Summary
Methodology


During the summer and fall of 2008, we surveyed farmers and ranchers, mostly in person (one-on-one interviews), though a few surveys were conducted over the phone or mailed to the producer.  The following sources were used to derive a list of local farmers and ranchers: a) Sustainable Living Systems’ online Producers’ Directory, b) local farmers’ markets (called coordinators or visited markets), c) list of local cattle producers from a Council on Aging employee, d) list of farmers from a city planner, and e) suggestions from surveyed producers and other community members.  Several producers learned about the project and volunteered to be surveyed.

We used the information we had available to compile this list, but other farmers and ranchers exist beyond our scope of knowledge (in fact, according to the 2007 US Agricultural Census, Ravalli County has 1532 farms).  Also, though we contacted everyone on the list at least once, not everyone completed the survey.  Some producers were reached but not interested or too busy; others were not reached at all (number disconnected, never returned calls, etc). Some participants preferred to get a copy of the survey to complete on their own time, but few of these surveys were actually returned.  All in all though, we got a very positive response from the people we contacted. 

However, one must be aware of the limitations of our dataset.  We used nonprobability sampling techniques,
 meaning we did not randomly select 66 (our sample size) from a complete list of producers in the valley.  Instead, we spoke primarily to farmers who already sell locally, i.e. in Ravalli County.  We did try to speak to a variety of producers (product type, farm size, etc).  However, for several demographics the dataset does not exactly align with the composition of Ravalli County, as recorded in the 2007 Ag Census (please see Appendix 1).  For example, we spoke to a higher percentage of 1-9 acre farms (50.00% versus 18.08% according to Ag Census) and lower percentage of 10-44 acre (18.18% versus 49.15%) and 50-179 acre farms (10.61% versus 18.67%).  In addition, there are 45 vegetable farms and 67 farms with orchards, or 2.9% and 4.4% of farms in the valley, respectively.  As produce is a large part of what is or could be available to be consumed locally, we spoke to as many produce farmers as possible.  Also, due to our type of sources (ex. farmers’ market), produce farmers were somewhat easier to find.  Thus vegetable and fruit farmers represent 43.1% and 32.3% of our data set.  In Ravalli, 46.3% of farms produce hay.  As hay is not a human food source (though it is important for agriculture in general and for the production of cattle, which is a human food source), we did not specifically seek hay producers.  Thus, only 23.1% of our surveyed producers grow hay.  Our percentage of beef ranchers (35.4%) is nearly representative of the percentage of farms in Ravalli that sell beef according to Ag Census data (31.0%), though in reality we only spoke to 23 of the 475 ranchers.  In order to have obtained the correct ratio of farmers and ranchers in Ravalli County while maintaining our sample size of 66 but, we would have been able to survey about 2 vegetable, 3 fruit (orchard), 31 hay, 21 cattle, 1 hog, and 2 dairy producers.  Speaking to those numbers would have given us good information about Ravalli County’s overall agricultural scene, but less about our current and potential local food system. 

Because of our sampling technique, the results of which are displayed in the difference in Census data and our survey set, the survey results do not accurately represent the entire valley.  The comments can only represent our dataset, the producers with whom we were able to speak.  We hope, however, that this will give a flavor of the issues impacting at least some of the producers in the valley.  
Background

We surveyed 66 farmers and ranchers in Ravalli County.  While we could not talk to every farmer or rancher in the valley, we strove to include a variety of producers, in terms of the location and size of farm, percentage of income from on- and off-farm, number of years farming, and products produced.  The farms/ranches are located throughout the valley: Corvallis (23), Stevensville (15), Hamilton (13), Victor (seven), Lone Rock (three), Darby (two), and Florence (two).  Other locations include Pinesdale, Sula, “between Lone Rock and Stevensville,” and “throughout [the] whole county.”  Please note that several farmers have land in more than one area.

Total acreage in production varies from 0.05 to 6000 acres.  The median farm size is 8.5 acres, with seven producers farming less than one acre.  Seventeen producers farm 100 acres or more. The categories are displayed in Table 1.
	Acreage

	Number of Farms/ Ranches


	Less than 1 acre

	7


	1 to 9 acres

	26


	10 to 49 acres

	12

	50 to 179 acres

	7


	180 to 499 acres

	7

	500 to 999 acres

	3


	More than 1000 acres

	4



	   Table 1


	Percentage of Income Coming from On-Farm

Number of Producers

0%

10

1-9%

11

10-19%

11

20-29%

6

30-39%

2

50%

8

60-89%

2

90-99%

3

100%

11

  Table 2





About half of the farmers (32) acquire less than 20% of their income from on-farm; however, one-sixth of the farmers (11) obtain all of their income through farming or ranching.  Please see Table 2.  Five producers mentioned that all of their income from farming goes back into the farm; in some cases producers spend more on farming than they earn from it.

One might assume that the more acres under production, the higher percentage of income comes from on the farm.  That is not always the case.  For those farmers who obtain 100% of their income from producing, seven have over 100 acres in production, two have 40-50 acres, and two have just 1-9 acres under production.  On the other end of the scale, farmers who earn no income off their land have up to 28 acres under production (though most have nine or less acres).  

The number of years producing in Ravalli County is displayed in Figure 1.  The farmers in the largest grouping (16 out of 66) have been producing for 21 to 30 years.  However, over half of the producers have been producing 15 years or less, as the next most common answers are zero to five years (15 farmers), 11 to 15 years (11 farmers), and six to 10 years producing (nine farmers).  Seven producers farm their family’s land (second-plus generation) or grew up farming here.
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 Figure 1


Almost 90% of farmers would like to keep producing, though some made comments such as “as long as able.”  The remaining seven either scaling back or unsure about their future.  Twenty-three producers think they will expand acreage in the next five years, though some said only by a small amount.  Thirty-five hope to maintain their acreage, with some commenting that it is hard to expand in the valley.  Several who will not change acreage do hope to increase the level of production.  Six producers are planning to decrease acreage in the next five years, primarily due to age or health.  One producer might move, several are unsure of their future plans, and one is dependent on what land is available to rent. 

Production


The farmers produce a variety of products.  A complete table of food items with the corresponding number of producers can be found in Appendix 2.  Figure 2 highlights how many farmers produce items for 20 major categories.  The most common products of the producers to whom we spoke are vegetables (28), beef (23), and fruit (21).  Least common, with five or less producers each, are honey, horses, dairy, goats, feed, and seed.  The “Other” category includes trout, emu meat and eggs, goat and sheep cheese, berry/herb/vegetable plants, compost, corn silage, and hardneck garlic (producers’ sole crop, not part of garden variety).
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Figure 2

Bf=Beef,
Br=Berries
D=Dairy,
E=Eggs,
Fe=Feed,

Fl=Flowers,
Fr=Fruit,
Go=Goats,
Gr=Grain,
Ha=Hay,

He=Herbs,
Hg=Hogs,
Hn=Honey,
Hr=Horses,
N=Nursery Plants

O=Other,
P=Poultry,
Se=Seeds,
Sh=Sheep,
V=Vegetables


Producers answered about which crops require the most machinery, the most labor, and the most processing.  When asked about using the most machinery, most common answer was hay, with 15 responses (the same number as people who raise hay), followed by 12 producers who find vegetables to be the most machine intensive.  Some producers responded about they type of machinery used—if any; 13 producers use little or none, while 12 do some sort of tilling, including using a rototiller, and four use a tractor.  While perhaps not the most machine intensive, vegetables were the most commonly cited as labor intensive (22 responses, including six for tomatoes).  Thirteen producers think fruit are labor intensive and twelve chose animals (including seven responses for cattle and three for sheep).  The most responses for processing went to vegetables (15, including five comments about washing produce), with meat getting nearly as much response (14).  

Producers were asked if they produce any value-added products (ex., salsa from tomatoes).  Twenty-three do not.  Of the remaining producers, 11 cited their meat products, mostly beef, as value-added.  Ten producers make products from fruit, including cider/juice, jams/jellies/butters, and dried fruit.  Seven sell animal products, including compost, fiber, and dairy.  Just three producers add value to vegetables and four sell garden products like plants, baskets, or gourds.  Other products are horse treats, processed grain, mini hay bales, and mustards.  


Producers explained what products or value-added products are most profitable for their farms.  Eighteen said that vegetables (in general, or specific, such as tomatoes (six)) are most profitable.  Fourteen cited meat (half specified beef), and 12 said animal products (one-third each: eggs and dairy).  Other common answers were fruit (eight), hay (seven), and plants (six).  Eight producers commented that they do not make a profit.  

Producers were asked if there is anything else that they could make profitably.  Farmers could produce more raw or value-added vegetables (19), fruits (10), and hay or grain (six).  However, in each category several producers expressed concerns about pests or profit/ over-availability, or would need extra labor, equipment, or acreage.  In addition, eight producers are interested in selling animal products such as eggs, cheese, and milk, and seven in selling animals.  Another producer said s/he would raise sheep if s/he had enough land. Fifteen producers do not want to do anymore or could not think of anything else that would be profitable to do.  

When asked why they are not currently producing the aforementioned items, the largest responses were personal: not having the time (14) or the health, energy, or desire for further work (11).  Eleven lack equipment or infrastructure, including six who desire access to a commercial kitchen and one that cannot find good, inexpensive machinery maintenance services.  Nine worry about expenses.  Other factors include, lack of or uncertainty about market for products, lack of planning (including no time to plan), need for hired labor, not owning or having enough land, poor soil quality, and regulations.
Factors Affecting Success as a Producer


Producers were asked about a variety of factors that impact their farm/ranch viability.  One such factor is economics.  About 45% of producers (30) think that the prices for their products keep up with the cost of producing them, though such producers mention shrinking margins and the need to raise prices or cut costs.  About 36% of producers (24) say prices do not keep up with costs, as fertilizer, hay, gas, and other costs are rising and product prices are not (or vary).  Twelve producers answered neither yes nor no; most are unsure or say that prices vary.  Producers were also asked if they can pass on rising external costs like fuel, electricity, or workman’s compensation.  Twenty-nine producers can, with three saying that they “have to” do so.  Six do not use workers’ compensation, four mentioned raising prices, and four compare prices to, or set prices by, those in markets/stores.  Seventeen producers say they cannot pass on the rising cost, with four commenting that they are “price takers not price makers.”  Twenty producers answered neither yes nor no.  Three are unsure and five said that price depends on the year, item, market, or buyer.  Six mentioned cutting costs in some way.   

Sometimes farmers can get a better price if they contract for prices ahead of time.  However, less than one-third of the farmers surveyed (20) contract for either inputs or products.  The most commonly listed items were fertilizer and then hired labor.  One producer said “by doing that [contracting] we get a break in the cost.”  Another mentioned that with prices changing so much, people making contracts for fertilizer are hesitant to lock into prices.  Forty-four do not have any items under contract right now, though several might be interested.  
[image: image3.emf]Given the inflated market value of the land, are you more likely to...

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40

Other?

Not sell land and keep

farming?

Sell all land and retire

from farming?

Sell some land but

keep farming?

Number of Responses





Figure 3

Another money-related issue is the price of land.  In fact, many farmers may be considered cash poor, land rich.  Producers were asked how the inflated market value of the land impacts what they want to do with their farmland.  Please see Figure 3.  A majority of the producers (36) plan to keep farming and not sell land, though three are looking at other options as well.  A couple said that farming depends on their health; several others commented that market value of the land is not important to them.  Nine plan to sell some land but keep farming (one farmer already did so).  Seven plan to sell all land and retire from farming (two producers are looking at other options too).  Nineteen answers fall into the “other” category.  Five producers do not own their land, and several are unsure what they’d like to do. Other ideas include: passing land on to family, putting land in trust, looking for more land, and farming in a diminished way. 

In addition to their own land, some farmers utilize other properties.  However, about two-thirds of the producers would not be willing to travel to farm good agricultural land in their vicinity.  Their reasons include: already have enough land, already have enough to do, do not have enough money or equipment, only doing hobby or small scale farming, and have done it before (and it is a pain).  Two did say that they might farm a neighbor’s piece of land.  Nineteen producers would be willing to travel; in fact, about half (9) already do.  Three would set a limit on how far they would travel: ½ mile to 10 miles.  One farmer commented that it is hard nowadays to farm on just one piece of land.  Another farmer is interested in doing urban farming.  Several ranchers are concerned about the health and safety of their sheep.  


Other factors impacting producers are related to A) physical characteristics of the farm, B) finances, and C) assistance.  Answers to these next questions are displayed in Figure 4 and examined in detail in the following paragraphs.
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Figure 4

Farmers and ranchers answered about how important of quality of land and access to water are to farm viability.  For both questions, about 55% of farmers believe those factors are major and about 35% of farmers do not.  Some producers already have good access to water (22) or have quality land (11).  About two-thirds of the producers who already have those things do not think that access to water or quality land are major issues for their farm viability; the other one-third do believe that land and water are important to farm viability.  Of the producers who see access to water as a major factor, four have problems with water, and 14 say that water is important to farming operations in general.  Producers also spoke about the impact of the quality of their land.  Of the 36 farmers who believe quality of land is majorly important, 11 do not have good quality soil themselves, and three say that the type and/or quality of soil dictates what can be grown there.  Several producers did not specify if land or water are important to their viability.  For the most part they stated that water is necessary but available.  They also have varying qualities of soil (good, alkaline, rocky), rent land parcels of various qualities, or produce items that are not dependent on soil quality.

We also asked about two financial issues, and the majority of producers do not find either to be a major factor.  Over 70% (48 producers) do not think that finance issues like credit, debt load, and interest rates on loans are major factors.  Five producers do not borrow money, four do not borrow much anymore, and two are too small scale.  Two producers also commented that finance issues have not yet been a major factor, but may be in the future.  Fourteen producers do find finance issues to be a major factor on farm viability, with two commenting that expansion is hard.  Four additional comments were made, such as: producer is reluctant to borrow money or needs a second paycheck, or finance issues just slow growth.  When asked about property tax rates, about 60% of producers (40) responded that the rates are not a major factor for farm viability.  Comments include: producer has to pay taxes regardless of agriculture, producer rents, or rates are still low (lower than a nearby county).  Twenty-one farmers do believe property tax rates are a major factor.  Whether or not they think taxes are a major issue, a number of producers mentioned the agricultural tax rate—some find it a big benefit and others are unable to get it.  Another, though lesser, concern is that development, including the building of schools, is driving up tax rates. 


Producers have mixed feelings on the help they receive, with slightly less than half finding such assistance to be significant to their viability.  When asked about whether technical assistance from extension agents/other agencies is of significant help, 30 said yes.  Their answers range form “definitely—they are well worth the money” to “from time to time;” in addition, a couple of producers or spouses work(ed) for extension agencies.  Another 35 producers answered no, of which five have not asked for help and six said the agencies are helpful but not significantly so.  Farmers and ranchers get information from places and people other than the Ravalli County Extension Office, including internet, extension agencies in other counties or states, the Corvallis Agriculture Research Station, and the US and Montana Departments of Agriculture.  Producers also receive some help from other farmers in their area.  Twenty-nine farmers and ranchers have shared knowledge and tools and, says one producer, the maintenance of infrastructure.  Two producers spoke of helpful groups of farmers: Garden City Seeds Farm Club and a garden collective through Homestead Organics.  Thirty-four producers do not find other farmers to be of major help.  About 30% of those farmers (10) mentioned that other farmers are helpful to some degree, but do not majorly impact their farm viability.  Seven say that they are on their own or have not really received any help.  One farmer said that his/her neighbors are a detriment, as their negligence creates more pests and chemicals in the water.


In addition to assistance from neighbors and various agencies, producers could find helpful a wide variety of additional technical assistance.  The most commonly cited answer was more information on pest/disease/weed/predator control (17 producers).  Eleven producers are interested in learning about crop production—for specific crops or individual pieces of land, and 10 would like soil testing or information about fertilizer application.  Six would like information about animal health; five, marketing; four each, water and computers; and three, building structures.  Other ideas include: being open to new ideas and innovative techniques, having weather stations, providing information about dairies and about farmstead design, and finding ways to make farming more secure (fair return, long term leases).  


In addition to access to technical assistance, producers need access to grain handlers, food processors, and packers in their area, though 35 farmers are minimally or not impacted by their availability.
  The remaining 31 producers disagree on the affect of local handlers and packers.  Please see Figure 5.  Some producers have to get grain/ hay from elsewhere or have to pay more.  As one rancher explains it is “cheaper to ship calves to feed than it is to ship feed to calf (one semi of calves versus 10 semi’s of corn).”  Of the 10 producers that notice a limit in meat processors/ packers, five specified that there are no processors for various birds or rabbits and two producers are not personally impacted.  Producers mentioned several other availability issues: the challenge of finding a local market for their products, the cost of shipping products, and the fact that processing infrastructure has or is shutting down. 
[image: image5.emf]Is there good availability of...

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

Grain Handlers? Meat Processors and Packers?

Number of Responses

Yes

No





Figure 5


Some producers are also impacted by land use policies, though 28 farmers cannot think of any. Additionally, 16 producers are not impacted by land use policies yet/at the moment, though many followed that statement with a comment about specific policies.  Sixteen of the 66 producers mentioned zoning or the growth policy; for those who specified how it would impact them, most were unsure or thought it would be negative, though one would not be impacted.  Twelve producers mentioned development or neighbors, mostly expressing concern about continued development and having new, non-agricultural neighbors, though one producer thinks his/her neighbors are great.  Additionally, producers mentioned of water rights (five), covenants (four), and streamside setbacks (four).  In other comments, several producers say that a person can do just about anything in Ravalli County, and another producer suggests having an open lands bond to protect agricultural land. 

In addition to land use policies, producers were asked about government programs that impact their operations.  Twenty are not impacted and an additional eight producers have not pursued programs.  Ten producers get assistance for crop failure or disaster, two are part of cost share programs, and one gets a small subsidy.  Two additional producers are hurt by policies that reintroduce wolves or that prohibit killing the deer that eat crops.  Several producers have also worked with the Farm Service Agency (six) and the Extension Office (two), or have gotten grants through Montana Department of Agriculture Growth Through Agriculture program (two).  Two producers feel that the government does not respect them as they are small scale farmers.

Producers also were asked about what environmental regulations help or hinder their operations.  Thirty-six said no environmental regulations affect them and three additional farmers think that regulations could have a greater impact in the future.  Nine producers spoke of pesticides: four do not like pesticides or policies that encourage using them, two are concerned about regulations that restrict pesticide usage, two said they try to be careful when using pesticides, and one commented that s/he cannot stop weeds and thus is glad the law to control weeds is not enforced.  Seven producers said that water regulations, such as permit necessary to get things out of the creek or to dig well, wetland regulations, Wilderness Act (reservoir in Wilderness area), or Streamside Setbacks, do or could impact them, mostly negatively.  Three producers mentioned burning—either wanting to be able to do controlled burning or that smoke is harmful to the animals.  Other environmental programs include required pasteurization of apple cider (limits small producer), manure management plan, Montana scrape program for sheep, and the organic certification program (cost prohibitive).  

Considering these past factors and others, we asked producers to explain the challenges for people who want to begin farming in Ravalli County.  The largest response by far was land prices with 39 replies, or almost 60% of farmers.  Table 3 displays the rest of the common responses and how many producers gave such an answer.  Additional comments of challenges include weather, regulations, dealing with county, soil types, commitment, and labor (finding or amount involved).
	Challenge for New Producers
	No. of Producers
	Challenge for New Producers
	No. of Producers

	Price of Land
	39
	Obtaining Knowledge
	8

	Capital (Start up, Taxes, Loans)
	18
	Availability of Land
	6

	Equipment (Cost, Obtaining)
	12
	Water (Getting, Setting Up)
	6

	Market (Size of, Finding)
	12
	
	


Table 3

Despite these challenges, 57 of the current producers have found ways to keep their costs of production down.  Twenty-three producers use sustainable practices, such as whole system thinking, rotating crops and grazing, planting cover crops, using minimal pesticides, mulching, using pigs as plows, and following the weather.  Thirteen producers do their own labor and nine fix their own machinery or limit the amount of machinery they have.  Nine have special watering practices including drip, flood, or sprinkler irrigation; only watering most profitable crops (if water low); and hand watering.  Nine use composting or manure, while others make their own soil amendment, use natural fertilizer, eliminate or cut back on fertilizer, or apply more fertilizer for higher yield.  Five reduce their tilling (or do not till).  Other practices include: knowing the land and animals, using new technology, cutting back on fuel usage, staying on routine, June calving, and blowing more oxygen into fish tanks.

Producers also have made changes/adjustments to their practices to become more successful.  Thirteen producers have changed their marketing strategy—switching from wholesale to retail, diversifying their markets, or doing more direct marketing.  In addition, sixteen farmers have changed what they produce—either switched items (i.e., “went from livestock to produce due to grain, hay, and fuel costs”) or changed quantities (i.e., grow more of a crop that sells well).  Aside from changing crop volumes, nine producers downsized, or tried to become efficient in some way, and four expanded their operations.  Producers also have adapted new technology (eight), changed the way they irrigate (six), found ways to increase the health of their soil, crops, or animals (five), learned from their mistakes or through trial and error (five), and kept better records (three).  

To close this section on factors that affect production, about 50 producers gave additional commentary about what impacts their viability.  Seventeen farmers talked about a local market—either that the current local market suits their needs and helps their viability or that they would like to have a better local market and/or public awareness (about half and half).  Twelve producers mentioned personal items, such as age and health concerns; the importance of family; and the necessity of having the right personality, a hard work ethic, and love of the land.  Four to eight producers mentioned each: labor (including several whose children are no longer around to help with the farm), money--mostly rising costs, water—good or problematic, and weather.  

Markets


Producers were asked what percentage of their product is sold in and outside of the valley.  See Figure 6.  
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Figure 6

More specifically, producers told what percentage of their product is sold at various venues in and outside the valley (please see Table 4).  The table also displays how many producers sell at least 0%, 10%, 25%, etc at each of those venues.  Note that the most common places to sell in the Bitterroot are direct to neighbors and friends, local farmers’ markets, and grocery stores; 34, 28, and 21 producers sell through those respective venues.  Eleven producers sell at least 75% of their products at a local farmers’ market.  While many producers sell direct to friends and neighbors (34), few sell more than half their product in this way (seven).  Only two producers sell to Bitterroot schools, and both sell less than 10% of their product to such institutions.  Outside of the valley, producers sell the most to the Missoula Farmers’ Market and Missoula Livestock Auction (12 and 11 producers respectively).  Twenty-nine producers sell to places falling into the “Other” category, including restaurants, individuals, website sales, and video livestock buyers outside of the valley.  
	No. of Producers selling at least __% at…

	
	0%
	10%
	25%
	50%
	75%
	90%
	100%

	Bitterroot Valley
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Local Farmers’ Market
	28
	23
	15
	12
	11
	5
	1

	Roadside Stand
	9
	8
	5
	2
	1
	1
	0

	Direct to Neighbors and Friends
	34
	20
	13
	7
	5
	5
	1

	Direct to People who Respond to Ad
	14
	11
	7
	2
	2
	1
	0

	Restaurants
	6
	1
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0

	Grocery Stores
	21
	10
	3
	1
	0
	0
	0

	CSA (Basket Scheme)
	3
	3
	2
	0
	0
	0
	0

	Schools
	2
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0

	Other
	25
	14
	11
	6
	3
	1
	0

	Outside of the Valley
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Good Food Store
	5
	4
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0

	Western Montana Growers’ Co-op
	1
	1
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0

	Stores in Other Cities
	7
	5
	4
	4
	2
	1
	1

	Missoula Farmers’ Market
	12
	8
	5
	3
	2
	0
	0

	Missoula Livestock Auction
	11
	6
	2
	2
	2
	1
	0

	Montana Livestock Auction (Butte etc)
	8
	5
	5
	2
	1
	0
	0

	A Marketing Association
	5
	4
	3
	1
	1
	0
	0

	Other
	29
	23
	16
	11
	6
	4
	1


Table 4

Two-thirds of producers would like to sell more products in the valley.  The rest would not like to sell more, already sell much or all of their produce in the valley, would be willing to sell if there was a better market/price locally, wish they had more product to sell, or are indifferent.  


The large number of producers interested in selling more locally is evidence that there are some advantages to doing so.  Producers list these benefits.  Over half mentioned not having to ship product—thus saving money, gas, and (less mentioned) time and convenience.  Eighteen cite benefits for the consumer: fresher, healthier, less expensive food of known origin.  Producers also enjoy the customer/grower relationship (15), get a better price when selling directly (15), and have an easier time marketing (five).  Other benefits include supporting the local economy, selling a name-recognized product (not a commodity), and having an alternative to the current food system (not depending as much on food from out of state or country). 


Local food is not perfect, and producers were asked about the disadvantages to local food, or reasons for not wanting to sell locally.  About one-third of the producers (23) could not think of disadvantages.  For the remaining producers, the top barrier was economic.  Sixteen producers cited that they can get better prices elsewhere for their products, or they have added expenses if they sell locally.  Eleven producers believe that markets are lacking locally or are better elsewhere.  Five producers lose time selling a product locally.  Other responses include: customers prefer to go up to Missoula, lack of consumer education, lack of distribution system, products are seasonal, and there is uncertainty when selling locally. 

Producers also face barriers that prevent them from selling more locally.  Please see Table 5 for the most commonly mentioned barriers.  Other comments include the lack of processing/distribution/ kitchen facilities; regulations; climate; and finding people to do the labor.
	Top Barriers

	No. of Producers


	Market (limited, need to create)

	19


	Customers (desire for processed, inexpensive food; lack of education)

	14


	Economic (cost of production, price to sell)

	10


	Personal (age, time, desire)

	10


	Not having more/enough to sell consistently

	9



	Table 5


	Top Ideas: Creating a Robust Food System

No. of Producers

Public Education/Awareness

22

Better Markets

15

More Producers (and support for producers)

10

Food needs to cost less (or consumers will not buy)

9

Table 6





Producers have many ideas for creating a robust and dependable local food system.  Table 6 lists common responses.  The idea for better markets includes expanding into grocery stores, restaurants, institutions; also some producers would like year-round or more than weekly local markets.  Additionally, the food system needs some organization, including connecting producers and consumers; people should grow their own food; and WIC/Senior coupons are very helpful programs.  

One other idea for strengthening the local food system is to create a local taskforce, a Food Policy Council in Ravalli County.  Forty-eight producers would support the formation of such a council and 11 are undecided. General concerns include wondering who will pay for it, not wanting to sit on board, and worrying it will become too regulatory or bureaucratic.  One person likes the term network better than council.  
General State of Agriculture


Producers were asked if they feel that agriculture in Ravalli County is currently thriving, just OK, or struggling.  Figure 7 shows the results.
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Figure 7

Six are either uncertain or think that some farmers are doing well while others are not.  Three believe that agriculture is thriving, with one commenting of small scale farmers’ sales “everything [is] going like gangbusters.”  Factors that contribute to agriculture thriving include people becoming aware of local food benefits or more concerned about conventional foods (nationwide), hot climate, and open land/nostalgia for farmland.  

Sixteen farmers think that agriculture is doing just ok.  Some of the positive aspects of agriculture they listed were: people are making a success, farmers’ market is proliferating and has enjoyable atmosphere, prices for some crops have risen, and county has “some of the best soil and water in the state.”  Producers list more problems with agriculture though.  About two-thirds (10 out of 16) speak of high land prices and/or increase in development. Production costs are too high and there are not enough markets.  Food is exported and imported too much, creating competition with other food sources and customers will pick the cheaper option.  One producer says “farming is less organized than it could be, [there] would be more farming if better money involved.”

The majority of producers (42) think that agriculture in the valley is struggling (several producers even called it “diminishing,” “declining,” or “dead”).  Twenty-seven producers cited land prices and/or development as one of the most significant causes of agriculture’s struggle (several specifically said that it takes land away from production or it takes support away from farmers).  Fourteen mentioned economics—either high costs or volatile prices—as a challenge.  The rising age of farmers and issues with neighbors were each mentioned a few times.  Other factors that cause agriculture to struggle include: lack of hired help (and farmer needs to work other job to support farm), lack of consumer interest/awareness, greed, egotism (unwillingness to work together), poor market focus (compete against big agriculture instead of finding niche), lack of animals, and lack of farmers in general.  
Final Thoughts

Producers shared their final thoughts on what would keep them farming/ranching in Ravalli County.  Eight referred to regulations—three have mixed views on the value of zoning, and the rest do not want to see the county get over-regulated.  Eleven mentioned prices, reiterating that they need to get better prices or have lower costs.  One farmer said “Most of us don’t do it to make a buck.”  Nine would like to see more local markets.  Three mentioned the idea of a co-op, with two not thinking it would be a good idea and one thinking it would be.  Thirteen say they farm, or would keep farming, for personal reasons—health, enjoyment, family.  Four people would like to see affordable taxes or tax breaks/incentives to encourage more local production.  Other ideas include having affordable labor, processing facilities, good weather, and community support.  
In Conclusion

Despite the fact that they believe agriculture is generally struggling in the county, the majority surveyed are interested in continuing, or even expanding their farming or ranching operations.  About two-thirds would like to expand the amount of product marketed in the county but are limited by the market and lack of consumer education.  The producers are most affected by factors such as water and land, and less so by finances, though capital is certainly a concern to many producers.  Producers also believe that capital (for land and start up costs, etc) is a major barrier for new farmers.

� Community Culture and the Environment: A Guide to Understanding a Sense of Place, 2002, U.S. EPA (EPA 842-B-01-003), Office of Water, Washington, DC.  The document contains a good overview of sampling techniques in its Appendix B (“Conceptual Foundation for Assessment Methods”).


� Technically, a farm must make at least $1000 annually to be classified as such by the Ag Census.  Some producers surveyed might produce less than $1000 a year, or all the money goes back into the farm, or their other income is much greater than their farm profits.  Regardless, all of the producers surveyed are important to our local food system.


� This number is most likely reflective of the high number of produce farmers in the dataset.





