Bitterroot Valley Food System -- Community Food Project

Producer Resources

Introduction


This section fulfills our Community Food Project (CFP) assessment task: “Create 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.”
  The section also includes opportunities for land preservation, networking and marketing, and research and education/information.  We hope the information will be helpful for commercial producers, landowners, and people who grow food for personal consumption.  Unless otherwise specified, the information (including direct quotations) was gathered from organizations’ and facilities’ websites and/or staff.  

This section mostly focuses on services in Ravalli County.  Additional services can be found statewide or in neighboring counties.  The Missoula County Community Food and Agriculture Coalition (CFAC) has a report on resources in Missoula County (“Grow, Eat and Know: A Resource Guide to Food and Farming In Missoula County”) that can be found on the website www.missoulacfac.org.  
Slaughterhouses, Processing Facilities, and Certified Kitchens

Some foods, primarily meats, animal products, and grains, need at least some processing before consumers can use them.  In addition, food producers may seek certified facilities where they can add value to the products they sell (e.g. cheese, salsa, dried fruit, etc).  Overall the processing infrastructure has declined greatly in Montana as a whole and the Bitterroot in particular.  Please see the History Section of this report for more details.  However, the valley does have some processing facilities in place.  Table 1 lists the meat processors; see the Production Section, Chapter 2 for information about these facilities.  
	Table 1: Meat Processors
	Contact Information
	Town

	Hamilton Packing Co.
	Marty, 961-3861
	Hamilton

	Lolo Locker
	Ted, 273-3876
	Lolo

	Lost Horse Custom Cutting
	Duane & Carolyn, 363-3876
	south of Hamilton

	North American Foods
	Howard, 363-1505
	Hamilton

	Richie’s Processing
	Richie, 777-0051
	Stevensville

	Valley Processing
	Darius, 777-5684
	Stevensville



In addition, Bitterroot Custom Processing has a mobile slaughter unit.  Owner Russ King will go to your farm to do humane killing and will skin, gut, and butcher your animal.  The price is $85 for kill, plus 45cents/lb to cut and wrap. Please contact Russ at 381-2551. 


Montana Food Products is a new facility in Lolo with a commercial kitchen available for producers to rent to do their own processing; producers also can bring in their recipes and ingredients to be processed by staff.  The facility currently has 6,000 ft2 of coolers and freezers available for rent and is planning an expansion of an additional 10,000 ft2.  For more details, please call 273-2181 (manager is Skip Cleek).

In addition, several certified kitchens are available for those wanting to make value-added products in the valley.  Table 2 lists the kitchens and their contact information.  Schools and many churches also have certified kitchens, though not all are open for public use (one school is interested in possibly renting its kitchen to the public during the summer).  
	Table 2: Certified Kitchens
	Contact Information
	Town

	Carriage House
	363-5410 ext 112 (Kierstin Schmitt)
	Hamilton

	Curb Traders Kitchen
	363-3473 (Amy Smith)
	Hamilton

	Homestead Organics (*in Aug 2009)
	363-6627 (Laura Garber)
	Hamilton

	Internet Coffee Station
	777-2110 (Jennifer Bedard)
	Stevensville

	Meals on Wheels Kitchen
	363-5690 (Council on Aging)
	Hamilton

	Riversong Gourmet Organic Catering
	240-0914 (Paige Pitzer)
	Stevensville

	Sleeping Child Farms
	360-6326 (Darla Coleman)
	Hamilton

	St. Mary’s Church
	777-5257
	Stevensville


Storage Availability

There is little available community (public) storage space, such as coolers, freezers, and root cellars/ potato storage.  Such infrastructure has declined as valley agricultural trends and eating habits have changed over the years.  Individual farms still might have storage for personal use (food, animal feed, etc).  Also, by conversing with a former county extension agent and several valley farmers, we learned that some individual farmers have extra storage space that could be rented out; however, there was concern about availability during certain seasons (ex. harvest time).  Montana Food Products in Lolo (273-2181) does have rentable freezer and cooler space; Hamilton Packing Co. (961-3861), Lolo Locker (273-3876), and North American Foods (363-1505) also rent lockers to customers who buy meat.  Several proposed projects through the Community Food Project (dependent on funding) could create more storage opportunities; such ideas include a) a distribution center with community storage, and b) an online forum for sharing information about who has available space.
Compost Facilities

Though individual households may compost, no community or public composting facilities exist in the County (aside from the Montana Department of Transportation’s roadkill composting facility off of Highway 93).  Perhaps a community composting facility is a business opportunity for someone.  The community also would benefit from an offal composting service for meat processors, as waste removal is one of their costs.  

You can purchase locally made compost from Moo Poo Compost (Jeff Lewis, 360-1828) or from the Weber Ranch through Cowpoke Supply (961-4917).  Hul’s Dairy makes and sells Afterburner Boost, a fertilizer made in their Dairy Methane Digester (Dan Huls, 961-8887).  Mushroom Patch Compost sells compost made from a former local mushroom farm (777-3710).  Nurseries and garden centers may sell compost; please check the phonebook for listings.  Note: Gardeners should take precaution when buying compost made from animal manure as some herbicides sprayed on feed survive animal digestion and the composting process and could harm gardens.  Please talk to your supplier to better understand the history of your compost.
Greenhouses


Ravalli County has several commercial greenhouses; see “Supplies” below.  Additionally, some local producers use greenhouses, hoop houses, grow tunnels, etc to start plants and lengthen production season.  Producers may even have extra greenhouse space that could be used by other growers, but an information sharing forum is needed to help connect such infrastructure with interested growers.  For people who want their own greenhouses, Epic Systems (821-3900) and Vintage Construction (821-4604), both in Darby, build greenhouses; Epic Systems also provides some supplies for people who want to build their own.  
Supplies


The valley has a number of wonderful feed stores, garden centers, greenhouses and nurseries that fulfill many needs for farmers, ranchers, and gardeners.  They sell seeds and plant starts, soil amendment, feed, tools, and much more.  According to Dave Schultz’s 2005 Agriculture report (History Section, Chapter 4), many such stores also provide networking and information for farmers.  For listing, check the phonebook or the Sustainable Living Systems Producers’ Directory, http://www.bitterrootvalleyfood.info/producer%20directory.html (directory categories include “feed and hay,” “garden nurseries and supplies,” and “retailers of local products”).  Farmers’ Market vendors may also sell plant starts, etc.

The Gardeners’ Collective (please see Networking below) has a Tool Library that members can use.  Tools are housed at Homestead Organics farm.  For more information about the Tool Library or the Gardeners Collective, please contact Laura Garber (363-6627). 

For people interested in milling their own grains, etc, Bitterroot Tool & Machine makes GrainMaker mills by hand.  These 100% metal machines can be cranked by hand or converted to motor or alternate power.  The mills grind grain, peanuts, coffee beans, corn, and a variety of other items.  For more information, please call 777-7096 or visit www.grainmaker.com. 
Opportunities For New Farmers

According to the producers we surveyed (Production Section, Chapter 1), some of the biggest challenges new farmers face include the cost of land and the rapid increase in other costs, such as fuel and fertilizer.  Other challenges mentioned include finding (affording) equipment and markets, and obtaining knowledge, land, and water.  The categories in this chapter apply to all producers but some could be especially helpful for new farmers.  We also hope to create more opportunities for farmers, particularly new or transitioning, as the Community Food Project (CFP) progresses.  Some ideas we are working to implement include: 

· Farmer Support Project: Five successful local producers are willing to share their time and expertise with other growers.  We will create a process to pair producers with these mentors for as-needed assistance.

· Online Information Sharing Forum: We will create an online forum to help connect individuals with extra land, supplies, etc (to rent, sell, or giveaway) with people who need such items.

· Food Policy Council: This group will guide the overall CFP and will seek ways to help new producers overcome barriers such as high land price, high start up and equipment costs, the need to find/create markets, etc.  


The following helpful organizations are listed under one of four categories, though some organizations fit into more than one.  The categories and organizations are listed alphabetically.  
Financial Assistance For Farmers


Several offices in the USDA Hamilton Office (1709 N. 1st St) provide specialized cost-share programs, as well as information, to producers and other land owners.  The offices generally focus on conservation of and benefit to natural resources, though the purpose of each agency is slightly different. The Farm Service Agency (FSA) “administers and manages farm commodity, credit, conservation, disaster and loan programs [… that] are designed to improve the economic stability of the agricultural industry and to help farmers adjust production to meet demand.”  The Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) “provide[s] leadership in a partnership effort to help America's private land owners and managers conserve their soil, water, and other natural resources.”  Lastly, the Bitterroot Conservation District, “as a legal subdivision of the State, has been given responsibility for the wise use, development and conservation of soil and water within the District.”  For more information please call 363-1444 or visit the following websites: www.fsa.usda.gov;  www.nrcs.usda.gov/; or www.bitterrootconservationdistrict.net/.


According to retired Ravalli County Extension Agent Rob Johnson, many farmers utilize local banks/ lenders, in particular Farmers State Bank in Ravalli or Farm Credit Service, a cooperative in Missoula. 

Another source of potential funds for farmers is the Montana Department of Agriculture Growth Through Agriculture Program.  Several surveyed farmers mentioned receiving grants through this program.  According to the online information packet
:

“The Montana Growth Through Agriculture program works to strengthen and diversify Montana's agricultural industry. Through monetary investments in projects, the program establishes public/private sector partnerships that assist in the development of innovative agricultural products and processes to add value to the agriculture industry, to create new jobs, and to expand small business opportunities.”
For more information or to see if you are eligible, visit the website http://agr.mt.gov/business/GTA.asp.  

Land Preservation Opportunities

The Bitter Root Land Trust is a nonprofit organization with a mission to work “in partnership with landowners to conserve natural areas, agricultural lands, wildlife habitat, and scenic open space in and around the Bitterroot Valley for the benefit of this and future generations.”  The Bitter Root Land Trust primarily uses the conservation tool of conservation easements in which a landowner voluntary limits his/her ability to develop their land, and calls for conservation of the property's natural values. In the case of a conservation easement, the organization is responsible for monitoring the property in perpetuity to ensure the conservation values remain intact.  The Bitter Root Land Trust works solely in the Bitterroot Valley and works with owners of various sized properties.  In 2005, the Bitter Root Land Trust was involved with the creation of the Daly School Community Gardens.  For more information, please call 375-0956 or visit the website: www.bitterrootlandtrust.org.


According to the Bitter Root Land Trust website, the Nature Conservancy (www.nature.org), the Montana Land Reliance (www.mtlandreliance.org), the Rocky Mountain Elk Foundation (www.rmef.org), and the Five Valleys Land Trust (www.fvlt.org) also work with land preservation in Ravalli County.  Each has a slightly different focus on the type of land it strives to conserve, so please see the organizations’ websites for more details.


Land Link Montana is a program of the Community Food and Agriculture Coalition (CFAC). The program provides a forum for connecting landowners and land seekers in seven counties, including Ravalli. Land Link Montana also is compiling a list of resources for new producers, retiring landowners, and non-farming landowners interested in getting involved in agriculture.  Additionally, Land Link Montana is seeking ideas on how to help connect new producers with the job and apprenticeship needs of current producers.  For more information, please call Paul Hubbard at 543-0542 or visit www.landlinkmontana.org. 


Ravalli County has an Open Lands Bond Program and a county Planning Department.  More information about either resource can be found at www.co.ravalli.mt.us/planning. 

The Right to Farm and Ranch Board was established to support the County Commissioners by bringing agriculture related issues to the attention of the Commissioners.  One area of particular interest is land preservation, especially of important agricultural land.  The board meets the first Monday of the month and meetings are open to the public.  For more information, please contact Dan Huls at 961-8887 or the Extension Office at 375-6611. 
Networking and Marketing Opportunities

The Bitter Root Resource Conservation and Development (RC&D) Area, Inc. is housed in the USDA building and works with Mineral, Missoula, and Ravalli Counties. The Bitter Root RC&D “encourages the comprehensive and coordinated efforts of local citizens, government and other entities to better manage, protect and utilize the area's human and natural resources.”  The RC&D has six areas of concern: natural resources, recreation, social improvement, environmental quality, economic development, and technology advancement.   RC&D will provide technical assistance to specific projects and acts as an umbrella organization for various nonprofits.  For more information, please call 363-1444 ext 5 or see the website www.bitterrootrcd.org. 


The Farm Bureau “is an independent, non-governmental, voluntary organization with its roots in agriculture.”  The organization provides farmers and ranchers the chance to work together on a variety of agriculture related issues and programs.  For more information about Ravalli County’s chapter, please contact Wade Weber at 961-4917 or visit the Montana Farm Bureau Federation website at www.mfbf.org. 

For gardeners wanting interactions with other growers, Ravalli County has a number of garden clubs:

· The Darby Garden Club meets the third Thursday of the month.  Meetings feature guest speakers.  For more information, contact Mary Lockwood at 821-4678.
· The Friendly Gardeners (Connor area) was started in the 1940’s or 1950’s.  The group meets the third Thursday of the month during winter months.  Members also participate in garden tours during the summer months.  The club donates to the Darby Breadbox.  For more information, contact Vara McGarrell at 821-4755.

· The Gardener’s Collective was begun to promote more food production in the valley.  Members can borrow tools from the Tool Library.  For more information, contact Laura Garber at 363-6627. 
· Green Thumbs Up is open to all folks in the Bitterroot who are interested in gardening.  The group currently has about 25 active members and normally meets the 2nd Thursday of the month, 2pm, May- September, usually (but not always) at the Bitterroot Public Library.  The club also has summer garden tours.  For more information, contact Peter and Helen Allen at 375-0331.

· The Hamilton Garden Club meets the second Monday of every month.  The club does community work, including maintaining the planters in downtown Hamilton and a planting area in front of the bandshell in Claudia Driscoll Park.  The club also works with children.  For more information, please contact Elizabeth Kehmeier at 363-5693.
· The Stevensville Garden Club meets the first Wednesday of the month at 1:00 pm and has a variety of programs at its monthly meetings.  Please check the local newspapers for announcements about meeting times and topics or call Carolynne McCormick at 777-5319.

· The Victor Garden Club meets the second Monday of the month at 12:45 at the Senior Center.  The club owns and maintains Victor Park.  For more information, please contact Tressa Baker at 642-6204.

Ravalli County has two Grange Chapters: Corvallis and Rocky Mountain.  Granges are family rural life fraternities that seek to improve quality of life on all levels (local, state, and national).  For more information,  contact Scott Nicholson at 369-0749 (Corvallis Grange) or Lester Cooley at 363-3651 (Rocky Mountain Grange). 

Grow Montana is “a broad-based coalition whose COMMON PURPOSE is: To promote community economic development policies that support sustainable Montana-owned food production, processing, and distribution, and that improve all of our citizens' access to Montana foods.”  The organization conducts and works for food system research and policy change.  A particular focus of Grow Montana has been to help connect Montana food producers with the state’s $33 million institutional food market.  For more information, please contact Crissie McMullan, 531-5162, or visit Grow Montana’s website: www.growmontana.ncat.org.

Hamilton Farmers Market ~ a Cooperative.  Local farmers, craftspeople and bakers sell their wares on Saturdays in Hamilton. A vendor does not have to be a cooperative member to sell at the market, but members do get a lower booth rate.  For more information about the Hamilton Farmers Market, please contact Market Manager Laura Craig at 961-0004.

Homestead Organics has a farmstand, open Tuesdays and Thursdays during summer months.  Farm owner Laura Garber will buy excess produce from any local producers and gardeners to sell at the farmstand (one does not need to be part of any group or organization to sell to the farmstand).  For more information, please contact Laura at 363-6627.  Homestead Organics is located just off of Hwy 93 and Skalkaho Hwy, south of Hamilton. 

Many institutional consumers (schools, institutions, restaurants, grocery stores) will buy at least some local food.  Producers may be interested in pursuing these markets.  “Selling Produce Locally: A Briefing Paper for Produce Growers” (Section IV, chapter 5) lists grocery store contacts for produce farmers and also indicates which stores are most interested and able to buy local produce.  The Sustainable Living Systems Producers’ Directory (http://www.bitterrootvalleyfood.info/producer%20directory.html) has listings of institutions and restaurants that use at least 10% local products; however, many other (unlisted) institutions and restaurants use at least some (but less than 10%).  Chapters 3-6 in Section III summarize the trends among institutional consumers; however, in order to respect survey participants’ confidentiality we do not identify the surveyed consumers in those chapters.  The Bitterroot Food Cooperative is also in its formation stage and could one day be a good market for local growers.  

The Montana Sustainable Growers’ Union began in 2005.  This group of farmers has their own label “Homegrown” and all of the farmers pledge to follow certain guidelines when producing and selling their products.  According to their brochure, member producers are “committed to trust and openness with our customers, the best sustainable farming practices for our land, and the promotion of education and dialogue among growers and the public.”  Farmers visit each others’ farms to ensure that pledges are being met; customers are encouraged to set up farm visits as well.  For more information, please contact Pattie Fialcowitz at 246-3207. 


The Western Montana Growers Cooperative began in 2002-2003 as the off-shoot of a community food grant awarded to Lake County Community Development.  About 30 farms from the Bitterroot, Mission, Flathead, and Jocko Valleys are involved.  The co-op provides delivery and wholesale marketing, with a warehouse in Arlee, MT and a staff person to coordinate purchases.  Please see www.wmgcoop.com or contact general manager Mark Wehri at 726-4769.


The Western Montana Sheep Growers Association allows sheep producers in a seven-county area, including Ravalli, to pool their lambs and wool for market.  This service, provided in collaboration with the Montana Sheep Institute, is available May through November.  More information is listed on the MSU Extension Sheep Program page: www.sheepinstitute.montana.edu/activities/western.html.  The current contact is Dan Ryan, 542-6673.
Research and Information/ Education Opportunities

ATTRA was formerly called the "Appropriate Technology Transfer for Rural Areas" project, but now stands for National Sustainable Agriculture Information Service.  The service educates producers and others about sustainable agriculture.  The nearest ATTRA office is in Butte, but information is available on the website: http://attra.ncat.org.  In addition, commercial producers (including market gardeners) may call in with questions: 800-346-9140 (English) 7am to 7pm Central Time.  ATTRA staff will provide an answer and will send publications and information to the producer; if staff cannot answer a question right away, they will research and provide the farmer with a report.

The Bitter Root Water Forum
 is an organization that promotes “protecting and restoring water quality and quantity in the Bitterroot Watershed.”  The group focuses on discussions with diverse stakeholders, educating the public (through publications, workshops, and monthly meetings), and doing various projects, such as creating a “Bitterroot Subbasin Management Plan for Fish and Wildlife Conservation,” controlling irrigation canal aquatic weeds, working on public outreach, implementing Bitterroot Headwaters TMDL, and reducing sediments at Rye Creek.  This work helps protect access to and efficient use of water for irrigation and other uses.  For more information, please visit http://brwaterforum.org or call 375-2272.

The Bitterroot Stockgrowers is an organization that works to educate farmers and ranchers.  The group also supports youth agricultural organizations, like FFA and 4H.  For more information, please call Scott Hackett (642-3965 or 642-3431).


MSU/Ravalli County Extension Office
 works with groups and individuals in an educational role using non-biased, research-based education in a variety of areas offered through educational programs and workshops.  These areas include youth development, 4-H, family and consumer sciences, agriculture, horticulture, natural resources and community development.  MSU Extension is a cooperative partnership between Montana State University, Ravalli County and U.S. Department of Agriculture. Montana State University Extension Service is an ADA/EO/AA/Veteran's Preference Employer and educational outreach provider.  Contact – Phone: 375-6611, Email: ravalli@montana.edu, Address: 215 S. 4th Street, Ste. G, Hamilton, MT 59840

The Ravalli County Weed District educates county residents about, and helps control, noxious weeds.  Some of their activities include presentations, demonstrations, and trainings; individual landowner visits; weed pulls; and various activities for kids/ classes. The district’s website includes helpful information, such as a Noxious Weed List (complete with pictures and information), a Noxious Weed Plan, a variety of links and downloads, a blog, and a schedule of weed spraying.  Please see the website www.rcweeds.org or contact coordinator Kellieann Morris (777-5842) for more information.

The Western Agricultural Research Station is one of Montana State University’s seven research centers around the state.  Some areas of research are “irrigated agriculture and rangeland weeds [...] Soil Science and Agronomy, and Biological Weed Control.”  More specifically, they research growing vegetables, fruit, soybeans, grains, and forage grasses in the Bitterroot.  For more information, please see the website ag.montana.edu/warc or call 961-3025.
� A special thanks to Al Pernichele, Allen Bjergo, and Rob Johnson for their suggestions on what resources to include and, in some cases, for proofreading this section.  Any omissions or mistakes are the author’s.


� The one-page flier listing assessment tasks is located on � HYPERLINK "http://www.bitterrootvalleyfood.info/assessment.html" ��http://www.bitterrootvalleyfood.info/assessment.html�. 


� http://agr.mt.gov/business/pdf/GTAbackground2.pdf


� In addition to the Forum’s website, I also read a summary of the organization on the Montana Watershed Coordination Council’s website: http://mwcc.montana.edu/groups/details.asp?groupID=3.


� A special thanks to county agent Katelyn Andersen for providing us with this description of Extension services.





