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I.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Farms are critical community resources and engines for Maine’s
economic growth. Engagement with farm business owners is essential to
understanding farmers’ needs and priorities and the ways in which
existing policies and programs do and do not support farms. The
following report presents results from a statewide engagement process
designed to identify and explore farmers’ needs and priorities in order to
elevate these needs and priorities to the attention of decision-makers
and agriculture service providers.

“The farm isn’t a ‘leave work’
kind of job where you go home
to something completely
separate. It’s something I live
and breathe and can’t separate
from the rest of my life.”
-Farmer

Participant Data
A majority of participants in this process were farmers (68%), but farmer participants represented only a sub-set
of all Maine farmers. Some farmer participants noted their reliance on farm income to support their households,
and other farmer participants noted having non-farm income sources that support their households. The
remaining 32% of participants reported having one or more of the following roles: nonprofit agriculture service
providers; for-profit agriculture service providers; government (non-elected); educational institutions;
commodity groups and associations; elected officials; or other entities and professions not directly related to
agriculture. Participants represented every Maine county except Piscataquis County and were spread relatively
evenly across the state with the exception of Cumberland County, which had 28 participants – 17% of
participants overall. Among farmer participants, the largest number operated within animal agriculture (64),
followed by vegetable producers (45), then fruit producers (30). Twenty-six farmers reported that they produce
three or more products.

Farmers’ Needs & Priorities
This report includes two types of analysis of the feedback collected on farmers’ needs and priorities: 1) recurring
themes across all data sources from the six-month engagement process; and 2) major and sub-themes within
each of these five categories: enhance the profitability of farming; increase investment in R&D; support farm
transition (land, people & businesses); protect Maine’s farm resources; and connect Maine-produced food with
healthy eating. All feedback is included in Appendices H – P on pages 34 – 123.
 Recurring Themes Overall
Farmers who provided input expressed the greatest desire for support to meet their day-to-day business
needs. Farmers’ indicated that their greatest need is for a variety of information, resources, and education to
support day-to-day farm operations. Farmers also noted the importance of service providers keeping
accessibility of information, resources, and training in mind and bringing resources directly to farmers on the
farm. Examples of desired information, resources, and training are:
 On-farm support (to gain knowledge and skills related to managing soils, infrastructure, water resources,
adaptations to climate change, pests, and technology);
 Marketing (to ensure access to consumers who will buy farmers’ products);
 Business planning (to ensure farmers have the tools and strategies to manage and grow their farm
businesses);
 Market research (to understand consumer preferences and new product trends);
 Professional services (to support financial planning and farm transition);
 Commodity specific support (to offer tailored solutions to on-farm challenges); and
 Research about farming practices (to increase the effectiveness and efficiency of farm operations).
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Participants in this process consistently and emphatically cited the importance of profitability to current and
future farm viability. They noted that farmers’ ability to invest time and resources in research and development,
farm transition planning, and protection of natural resources is restricted in the absence of profitability.
Farmers also expressed a strong desire for changes to external factors that limit profitability and influence
their day-to-day business needs in order to alleviate pressure on farms and allow for greater farm viability.
Participants’ discussion emphasized increasing consumer education on the value of farms as a service to the
community, environment, and economy.
The top recurring themes overall are included in the box below.
Recurring Themes across All Feedback Streams
(Number of mentions appears in parentheses)

Farmers’ Desire for Support to Meet Day-to-Day Business Needs:








Access to information, resources, and training (e.g. on-farm support, marketing, business planning, market
research, farm transition services, commodity specific support, research about farming practices, etc.) (274)
Access to new and existing markets where farm businesses can sell their products (89)
Solutions to rising production and processing costs (e.g. labor, energy, transportation, animal feed, and farm
infrastructure) (83)
Solutions to labor challenges (e.g. labor shortage, worker retention, workforce training, employee housing,
and worker’s compensation) (58)
Access to capital for necessary improvements to and investments in the farm business (39)
Profitability is essential and a pre-requisite for implementing solutions to day-to-day farm operations
challenges (27)

Farmers’ Desire for Changes to External Factors that Limit Profitability & Influence Day-to-Day Business Needs:









Increase consumer education on the value of farms as a service to the community, environment, and
economy (63)
Change tax policies at all levels of government that currently limit the viability of Maine farm businesses (40)
Expand efforts to keep land in agriculture or available for agricultural use (39)
Reduce the existing regulatory burden on Maine farm businesses (35)
Make changes to existing agriculture policies and programs (35)
Limit market intervention by nonprofits and government, which creates unbalanced competition (30)
Determine financial valuation of farms based on land, soil, and infrastructure, in recognition of the full
benefits of farms to communities (20)

 Top Themes by Discussion Topic


Enhance the Profitability of Farming: Of the five topics, participants spent the most time discussing
profitability. Access to existing and new markets where products can be sold was the most frequently
referenced factor contributing to the profitability of farms. Difficulty attracting and retaining workers
was the most frequently discussed factor limiting the profitability of farms.



Increase Investment in R&D: Participants expressed the strongest desire for research about farming
practices that is conducted on farms, the “living laboratories.” Among non-research supports,
participants expressed the greatest desire for access to technical assistance that is tailored to the farm –
size, scale, commodity, etc. In terms of the entity best suited to provide research support to farmers,
participants overwhelmingly favored the University of Maine Cooperative Extension.

5

Results from a Statewide Engagement Process: Maine Farmers’ Needs & Priorities | June 2019


Support Farm Transition (Land, People & Businesses): Access to professional services (e.g. lawyers,
accountants, estate planners, etc.) was most frequently cited among factors that support a farm’s ability
to engage in transition planning. Tax burden was most frequently cited among factors impeding farm
transition planning.



Protect Maine’s Farm Resources: Needs for both on-farm and off-farm support were most frequently
mentioned. The most predominant type of off-farm support was changes to existing agriculture policies
and programs, and the most predominant type of on-farm support was for soil management and health.



Connect Maine-Produced Food with Healthy Eating: Participants favored gleaning practices and
programs as activities that do a good job working with farms to supply Maine-produced food to hungry
families. Participants also recognized that many programs work in some ways but not all – the top three
examples provided by participants were Maine Harvest Bucks, gleaning practices and programs, and
food banks. Participants asserted that the best way to increase access to Maine-produced food in our
state was expanding farmers’ access to new and existing markets where their products can be sold.
Participants also expressed a need for marketing and advertising support in order to effectively
capitalize on opportunities to access new or expanded markets.

Conclusion
Farmers are not a homogenous group. There is no one-size-fits-all approach to addressing farmers’ needs or
determining farmers’ priorities. However, clear themes around the needs and priorities of Maine farmers have
emerged from the feedback collected through this statewide engagement process. Profitability is essential to
the current and future viability of Maine farm businesses. Profitability can be enhanced through:



Greater availability of information, resources, and education to support farmers’ day-to-day business
and farm management needs; and
Changes to external factors that limit profitability and influence farmers’ day-to-day business needs.

Farmers want decisions about agriculture policies and programs to be informed by a current understanding of
farmers’ needs and priorities, and adaptable to the capacity of individual farms. When this happens, negative
impacts on farms can be minimized and more farms will benefit.
Feedback about the listening sessions was largely positive, but a few participants expressed concern that voices
of key commodity groups were not represented in the process. Many participants expressed interest in future
feedback opportunities and curiosity about how the information collected during the engagement process
would be used. Participants’ ideas for how this information could be used included: inform all levels of
government, inform policy advocacy efforts, serve as a basis for further discussion, inform agriculture-related
organizations, and educate consumers.
The critical next step is for decision-makers and organizations whose aim is to support Maine farms to listen to
this input, seek additional opportunities to engage with farmers in Maine, and bring some of the ideas in this
report to action.
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II.

BACKGROUND

The primary objective of the statewide engagement process was to understand the needs and priorities of
Maine farm business owners. A number of groups statewide are invested in and have been working on issues
related to agriculture in Maine for many years. While the work is not new, this report is about a specific
engagement process carried out between August 2018 and January 2019 by a planning cohort of farm business
owners and organizations whose aim is to support Maine farms (see page 1).
The engagement process was an outgrowth of an Initial Agriculture Policy Platform that was created earlier in
2018 by a separate group of individuals, some of whom also participated in the planning cohort later in the year.
The organizations that worked on the Initial Agriculture Policy Platform are: Maine Farmland Trust; Coastal
Enterprises, Inc. (CEI); the Maine Farm Bureau; the Maine Organic Farmers and Gardeners Association (MOFGA);
the Maine Sustainable Agriculture Society (MESAS); Good Shepherd Food Bank; Cultivating Community; and
Maine Food Strategy.
The organizations referenced above recognized the importance of hearing directly from farmers about their
needs and priorities and collectively decided that outreach to and engagement with farm business owners
statewide was imperative. These organizations also obtained permission from the Agriculture Council of Maine
(AGCOM) to use the five goals in AGCOM’s strategic plan, which were informed by AGCOM’s substantial past
work around Maine farmers’ needs and priorities, as a framework for both the Initial Agriculture Policy Platform
and the conversations during the statewide engagement process. The goals are:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Enhance the Profitability of Farming
Increase Investment in R&D
Support Farm Transition (Land, People & Businesses)1
Protect Maine’s Farm Resources
Connect Maine-Produced Food with Healthy Eating

The statewide engagement process described in this report represents a first step toward understanding
farmers’ needs and priorities. The aim is for this process to spur continued, broader, and deeper dialogue in
order to elevate the needs and priorities of Maine farm business owners to the attention of government,
agriculture service providers, and others operating within the statewide agriculture economy. The findings
discussed in this report reflect the perspectives of participants in the statewide engagement process and do not
represent the views of all Maine agriculture interests, an official policy platform, or an endorsement by the
planning cohort members or the organizations they represent.

1

The planning cohort made minor changes to the wording of a few of the AGCOM strategic plan categories, and the topic
“Support the Next Generation” was changed to “Support Farm Transition (Land, People & Businesses)” in order to broaden
the category.
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III.

METHODOLOGY

With the help of two independent consultants – one to facilitate the listening sessions and another to document
the process and write the final report – the planning cohort implemented the following engagement strategies
between August 2018 and January 2019 with statewide farmers and non-farmers:
Engagement Opportunity
Test Run
Listening Sessions
Survey
Other Feedback
TOTAL:

Participants
26
141
51
3
221

The Initial Agriculture Policy Platform informed the creation of the Potential Ideas List, a handout made available
as an optional reference material for all participants in the engagement process (see Appendix A). An overview
of each engagement opportunity is provided below.
Test Run
The planning cohort delivered a test run of the listening session presentation to attendees of the August 2018
AGCOM meeting. Feedback from AGCOM members in attendance on the presentation language and format is
included in Appendix B. All other test run feedback pertaining to farmers’ need and priorities, including written
feedback submitted by the Maine Aquaculture Association, the Maine Potato Board, and the Maine Vegetable &
Small Fruit Growers Association (MVSFGA), was incorporated with all participant feedback and is included in
Appendices H – P. The planning cohort made changes to the listening session presentation as a result of this
feedback.
Following the test run and prior to launching the statewide engagement process, the planning cohort members
engaged in extensive marketing and promotion efforts, which are detailed in Appendix C.
Listening Sessions
The planning cohort administered a statewide scheduling survey during the summer of 2018 to collect feedback
from prospective participants on the dates, times and locations that would result in strong participation. The
survey received 250 responses, and nine listening sessions were scheduled in accordance with the survey
responses. Eight in-person sessions were held in locations from Falmouth to Presque Isle, and one session was
held by webinar. A copy of the small group discussion worksheet is included in Appendix D.
Survey
The survey was available from November 28, 2018 until January 31, 2019, and included the same five topics that
were presented and discussed during the listening sessions (enhance the profitability of farming, etc.). Each of
the planning cohort members contributed to survey dissemination efforts. A copy of the survey is included in
Appendix E.
Other Feedback
A few participants shared feedback by email to the maineagneeds@gmail.com account and by hand delivery of
typed comments.
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IV.

DATA LIMITATIONS
The limitations of the data collected during the engagement process are: 1) feedback represents the voices of a
subset of, not all, Maine farmers; 2) while the majority of participants were farmers, some feedback was from
non-farmers; 3) listening sessions were not recorded, so the process relied on note-takers to record small group
discussion and report-outs; and 4) comments were not attributed, limiting the ability to identify emerging
themes by commodity, for example. There were a few instances when a comment included identifying
information about commodity or farmer status.

V.

PARTICIPANT DATA
1. Participants’ Roles
A majority of the participants in this process were farmers (68%). Some farmer participants noted their
reliance on farm income to support their households, and other farmer participants noted having non-farm
income sources that support their households. Twenty-five percent (25%) of farmers reported having
another role in addition to being a farmer (e.g. “farmer” and “nonprofit agriculture service provider” or
“farmer” and “educational institution”).
Thirty-two percent (32%) of participants were non-farmers representing one or more of the seven other
roles represented in Figure 1.3 A complete list of participants’ organizational affiliations is included in
Appendix F. Twenty percent (20%) of all participants reported having more than one role.
Table 1: Participation & Farmer
Representation

Figure 1: Participants' Roles (n=162)
Farmers
21

2
14
13
7

110

7
26

Nonprofit Ag
Service Providers
For Profit Ag
Service Providers
Government (nonelected)
Educational
Institutions
Commodity Groups
& Associations
Elected Officials
Other

Engagement
Opportunity
Test Run
Webinar
Ellsworth
Lisbon Falls
Falmouth
Skowhegan
Presque Isle
Waldoboro
Ag Trades
Show 1
Ag Trades
Show 2
Survey
Other
Feedback
TOTAL

Participants Farmer
Representation
26
NA
11
55%
18
39%
11
73%
26
69%
15
60%
13
62%
17
41%
16
38%
14

29%

51
3

90%
100%

2212

68%

2

This figure includes duplicates as some people participated in more than one engagement opportunity.
“Other” includes these responses: veterinarian, volunteer, local food advocate, all, interested community member,
student, policy worker, researcher, Ag service provider (type/name not given), pathologist, former Commissioner of the
Maine Department of Agriculture, and Maine Beef Producers Association (MBPA) former President.
3
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2. Geographic Representation
Participants represented 72 Maine towns and every Maine County except Piscataquis County. Forty-seven
participants were the only representative of their city or town in this process.
Participants were spread relatively evenly across the state with the exception of Cumberland County, which
had the highest turnout (28 participants), followed by Aroostook County (12 participants), and Somerset
County (10 participants). A complete list of participants’ towns is included in Appendix G.

3. What Farmer Participants Produce
Among farmers, animal agriculture was the most frequently cited product type, followed by vegetables, and
then fruits. Twenty-six (26) farmers reported that they produce three or more products (see Figure 24 5).
Farmer participants represented a range of experience levels, with some producing for many years and
others just starting their farms and not yet producing.

Number of Farmer Participants

Figure 2: What Participants Produce (n=203)
70

64

60
50

45

40
30
30
20
10

17
12

12

11

7

5

0

4

The total figure (n=203) includes duplicates as some farmers noted producing more than one product.
“Vegetables” also includes herbs and mushrooms; “Fruits” includes tree fruits and small fruits; “Horticulture” also includes
Christmas trees and forestry; “Tree Products” includes maple syrup, bees/honey and firewood; and “Other” includes
proteins, online grocery, start-up creamery, crops, and children.
5
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VI.

FINDINGS REGARDING PARTICIPANTS’ NEEDS & PRIORITIES
1. Recurring Themes across All Feedback
Major Recurring Themes
Farmers expressed the greatest desire for support to meet their day-to-day business needs, with a strong
emphasis on access to information, resources, and training. On-farm support was the type of information,
resources, and training cited most frequently (e.g. information or technical assistance with soil management
and health, irrigation infrastructure and practices, scale appropriate infrastructure, water protection and
management, adaptations to climate change, pest management, technology, and demonstration projects).
The other desired types of information, resources, and training included marketing, business planning,
market research, professional services to support farm transition, commodity specific support, and research
about farming practices. The other top recurring themes under types of support to meet farmers’ day-to-day
business needs are shown in the box below.
Farmers also expressed a strong desire for changes to external factors that limit profitability and influence
day-to-day business needs in order to alleviate pressure on farms and allow for greater farm viability. These
comments centered on consumer education – about the health benefits of consuming local food, the
economic benefits of shopping locally, the real cost of production, and the steps involved in bringing food
and fiber to market – and on the importance of community buy-in around the significant value and benefit
farms provide as a service to communities and economies. The other top recurring themes related to
desired changes to external factors that limit profitability and influence day-to-day business needs are
shown in the box below.
Recurring Themes across All Feedback Streams
(Number of mentions appears in parentheses)

Farmers’ Desire for Support to Meet Day-to-Day Business Needs:








Access to information, resources, and training (e.g. on-farm support, marketing, business planning, market
research, farm transition services, commodity specific support, research about farming practices, etc.) (274)
Access to new and existing markets where farm businesses can sell their products (89)
Solutions to rising production and processing costs (e.g. labor, energy, transportation, animal feed, and farm
infrastructure) (83)
Solutions to labor challenges (e.g. labor shortage, worker retention, workforce training, employee housing,
and worker’s compensation) (58)
Access to capital for necessary improvements to and investments in the farm business (39)
Profitability is essential and a pre-requisite for implementing solutions to day-to-day farm operations
challenges (27)

Farmers’ Desire for Changes to External Factors that Limit Profitability & Influence Day-to-Day Business Needs:









Increase consumer education on the value of farms as a service to the community, environment, and
economy (63)
Change tax policies at all levels of government that currently limit the viability of Maine farm businesses (40)
Expand efforts to keep land in agriculture or available for agricultural use (39)
Reduce the existing regulatory burden on Maine farm businesses (35)
Make changes to existing agriculture policies and programs (35)
Limit market intervention by nonprofits and government, which creates unbalanced competition (30)
Determine financial valuation of farms based on land, soil, and infrastructure, in recognition of the full
benefits of farms to communities (20)
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Minor Themes
While not cited at a high frequency, participants noted on several occasions that farmers’ needs are not
uniform – differences in scale, commodity, topography, location, and soil make it difficult to identify onesize-fits-all solutions.
Some participants expressed serious concerns about the viability of farms as businesses due to on-farm and
off-farm factors that limit profitability.
Some farmers noted a strong desire to be heard by decision-makers so that policies and programs impacting
Maine farms are informed by the needs and best interests of farmers.

2. Major and Sub-Themes: Enhance the Profitability of Farming
Major Theme: Factors Contributing to Profitability
Access to existing and new markets was the most frequently cited
factor contributing to profitability and refers to farmers’ ability to get
products into the hands of consumers whether through grocery store
chains, restaurants, farmers markets, agreements with large, local
buyers, or global market development.

“A vast majority of Mainers buy
their food from chain grocery stores
where the vast majority of food is
not Maine-grown. That is a dilemma
– figuring out how to replace with
Maine-grown products.”
-Non-Farmer

Farmers’ ability to diversify products and production capabilities was
also important to farmers for four primary reasons: 1) it leads to an
expanded potential customer base; 2) it allows farmers to change or add product offerings in response to
changing consumer preferences; 3) it allows farmers to access year-round markets; and 4) it allows farmers
to reduce waste by using the after-harvest to make value-added products.
Table 2: Enhance the Profitability of Farming (n=506, see Appendix H)
Discussion Question: What do farmers need to keep their current business going or to increase profits?
Factors Contributing to Profitability (268)
Factors Limiting Profitability (159)
Top 5 Sub-themes:
Top 5 Sub-themes:
1) Access to Existing & New Markets (26)
2) Selection of Business Model & Ongoing Business Planning
(21)
3) Tie between:
 Access to Information, Resources & Training – General
(19)
 Farmers’ Ability to Diversify Products & Production &
Processing Capabilities (19)
4) Tie between:
 Lower Production & Processing Costs (18)
 Consumer Education & Community Buy-In (18)
5) Access to Capital (17)

1) Difficulty Attracting & Retaining Qualified Workers (23)
2) Rising Production & Processing Costs – Labor (13)
3) Market Competition (11)

4) Tie between:
 Limited Access to New or Existing Markets (10)
 Regulatory Burden (10)
5) Tie between:
 Inability to Control Price (8)
 Farms are Not Viable Businesses (8)
 Rising Production & Processing Costs – General (8)
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Major Theme: Factors Limiting Profitability
Difficulty attracting and retaining qualified workers was a top concern among farmers. These comments
addressed: managing turnover within the harvest season; labor shortages; retaining consistent labor from
one season to the next; competition for labor with industries, such as landscaping, cannabis and others;
meeting standards for housing and the housing needs of migrant farm workers; and accessing a labor pool
that can meet required qualifications.
Minor Themes
In the context of the conversation about enhancing the profitability of farming, participants expressed some
agreement about the importance of making existing policies and programs more informed by and
responsive to the nuances and complexities of agriculture. Examples of these comments appear below.
Examples of Participants’ Recommended Improvements to Policies and Programs
“Better oversight over how NRCS (National Resources Conservation Service) funds are used and more
standardization across the State.”
“Make the Good Agricultural Practices (GAP) certification more affordable to producers which will open markets
for products. $1,000.00 or more annually penalizes farmers who are located more than an hour from Augusta or
Presque Isle.”
“Food Safety regulations via FSMA (Food Safety Modernization Act) are going to arrive at the state level starting
in 2019. The rollout of new rules, enforcement and support for farmers needs to be done in a clear and accessible
way. The state of Maine should invest in making FSMA a positive change in Maine agriculture focused on food
safety and making farms better. A cost share for necessary upgrades to food handling and processing would be a
step in the right direction.”
“We need to provide municipalities with a blueprint for farm friendly policies. Your local town should be the last
thing standing in your way of being a successful farm.”

3. Major and Sub-Themes: Increase Investment in R&D
Major Theme: Research about Farming Practices
Research taking place on the farm, the “living laboratories,” was
most frequently cited in the conversation about research about
farming practices. Participants’ perspectives represented fruit,
vegetable and blueberry growers, among others. Responses
addressed the need for trial gardens and demonstration projects
as well as the value of farmers leading on-farm research.
Other examples of needed research about farming practices that
were cited by participants are: response to climate change;
livestock management; crop variety research; and equipment.

“Farmer-based, on-farm demonstration
projects are the best way to get the
word out, disseminate and translate
findings from farm to farm. Early
adopters diffuse ideas. Otherwise, there
is no direct link to academic researchers
who can support practice with hard
(scientific) data. Merge research with
farming practices and vice versa.”
- Farmer

Major Theme: Non-Research Farmer Supports
Participants cited access to tailored technical assistance most frequently as a type of needed non-research
support. Their preferred means of receiving technical assistance is having knowledgeable individuals come
to the farm to help troubleshoot challenges, provide information, or offer resources that are tailored to the
scale, equipment, and commodity of the farm.
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Table 3: Increase Investment in R&D (Q1) (n=360, see Appendix I)
Discussion Question (1 of 2): What types of research would best support your business? (216)
Research about Farming Practices (102)
Non-Research Farmer Support (66)
Top 5 Sub-themes:
Top 5 Sub-themes:
1) On-Farm Research (15)
2) Research about Farming Practices – General (13)
3) Pest Management (10)
4) Production & Processing (9)

5) Tie between:
 Soil Management (8)
 Technology (8)

1) Increase Access to Tailored Technical Assistance (14)
2) Ensure Research is Driven by Farmer Needs (11)
3) Increase Access to Grant Funds for Research & Assistance
Writing Grant Proposals (8)
4) Tie between:
 Educate Consumers (5)
 Compensate Farmers for On-Farm Research (5)
5) Tie between:
 Address Cost Barriers (4)
 Focus on Workforce Development (4)
 Increase Access to Farmer Education (4)

Major Theme: Institutions or Entities that are Best Suited to Provide Research Support to Farms
Participants overwhelmingly cited the University of Maine Cooperative Extension as the entity best suited
to provide research support to farms. Participants described Cooperative Extension as “invaluable,” “doing a
great job,” and “relentless with research on value-added products and food safety.”
Participants also focused on the importance of disseminating research findings and information relevant to
farmers. Other entities that were frequently cited as suited to provide research support to farms were the
University of Maine, Maine Organic Farmers and Gardeners Association (MOFGA), and the U.S. Department
of Agriculture.
Table 4: Increase Investment in R&D (Q2) (n=360, see Appendix I)
Discussion Question (2 of 2): What institutions or entities are best suited to provide that research support? (144)
Top 5 Major Themes (no sub-themes):
1) University of Maine Cooperative Extension (38)
2) Dissemination is Critical (17)
3) University of Maine (16)
4) Maine Organic Farmers and Gardeners Association (MOFGA) (12)
5) U.S. Department of Agriculture (10)
Minor Themes
Some participants articulated a need for market research, including on consumer preferences, product
development, marketing and advertising, market development, determining profit margins and effects, and
cost-benefit analysis.
Some participants noted that dissemination methods should take into account the intended audience (e.g.
some people prefer email communication, others prefer print or word-of-mouth).
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4. Major and Sub-Themes: Support Farm Transition (Land, People & Businesses)
Major Theme: Factors that Support a Farm’s Ability to Engage in Transition Planning
Farmers need access to professional services like lawyers, accountants and estate planners in order to
engage in farm transition planning, no matter what the transition circumstances are.
Participants also expressed an interest in more connections to
farmers seeking to purchase or lease land. These connections help
to make retirement possible for farmers who depend on the sale of
their farm to generate retirement funds and for farmers who do
not have a family member who will take over the farm business.
Participants want to keep land in agriculture and recognized the
need to attract, retain, and train the next generation of farmers
through apprenticeships, internships, and other programs to
develop a pipeline of qualified workers who are willing to be farm
owners.

“This is the number one challenge
facing beginning farmers. How do we
bridge the gap between farmers that
are reaching retirement age (and
don't have a succession plan in place)
and new farmers seeking land?”
-Farmer

Major Theme: Factors Impeding Farm Transition Planning
Tax burden was cited most frequently as an impediment to farm transition planning, with specific
references to inheritance, capital gains, and property taxes. One participant suggested that a voluntary
municipal tax rebate for land with an agriculture easement, as is in place in New Hampshire, would have a
positive effect on farm business owners.
Next, participants gave roughly equal focus to the lack of incentives or desire to enter farming and farmers’
limited ability to save for retirement. To remain in production, land needs to be farmed. Due to the
complexity of operational and external challenges that farm business owners experience, incentives may be
necessary to encourage future generations to choose farming over other careers. Farmers’ limited ability to
save for retirement means that retirement may not be possible and, as a result, farmers’ options for farm
transition can be quite limited.
Table 5: Support Farm Transition (Land, People & Businesses) (n=219, see Appendix J)
Discussion Question: What support do new and existing farmers need for retirement, estate planning and land
transfer?
Factors that Support a Farm’s Ability to Engage in
Factors Impeding Farm Transition Planning (44)
Transition Planning (135)
Top 5 Sub-themes:
Top 5 Sub-themes:
1) Access to Professional Services (e.g. lawyers, accountants,
estate planners, etc.) (26)
2) Connections between Farmland Owners & Farmers
Looking to Purchase or Lease Farmland (14)
3) Keep Land in Agriculture (13)
4) Attract, Train & Retain the Next Generation of Farmers (9)
5) Tie between:
 A Pension Program for Farmers (8)
 Access to Affordable Professional Services (e.g. lawyers,
accountants, estate planners, etc.) (8)
 Valuation based on Whole Farm Business (Land, Soil &
Infrastructure) – Not Just Land (8)

1) Tax Burden (19)
2) Tie between:
 Lack of Incentives or Desire to Enter Farming (8)
 Farmers’ Limited Ability to Save for Retirement (8)
3) Market Intervention by Nonprofits & Government (4)
4) Cost Barriers to Transition Planning (2)
5) Tie between:
 Land Transfer is Not an Issue (1)
 Unsure (1)

15

Results from a Statewide Engagement Process: Maine Farmers’ Needs & Priorities | June 2019

Minor Themes
A number of participants reinforced that farm transition is contingent upon farm viability, and a few farmer
participants advised their peers to begin farm transition planning early.

5. Major and Sub-Themes: Protect Maine’s Farm Resources
Major Theme: Off-Farm Support
The most frequently cited type of off-farm support – external factors that impact farm operations – was
changes to existing agriculture policies and supports. Examples of participants’ comments appear in the
box below.
Examples of Participants’ Recommended Changes to Existing Agriculture Policies & Supports
“GAP (Good Agriculture Practices) certification is expensive – more resources for that? Process needs to be more
streamlined – need state
inspectors not just federal (takes too long and too much bureaucracy)”
“Need help from Maine Department of Ag to support blueberry and cranberry industry.”
“State Planning Office? There isn’t one, so reinstate it?”
“Make it illegal to feed coyotes within x miles of livestock farm.”
“Dairy – we still have a dairy industry in Maine because of the tier program.”
“Support from our municipality. We can't afford the building and electrical permits that our town requires. They
should want our business to thrive and succeed, not hinder us with costly permits for greenhouses and walk-in
coolers.”

Major Theme: On-Farm Support
Participants overwhelmingly cited soil management and health as an important and needed type of on-farm
support. They referenced soil testing and the importance – and cost – of nutrient management plans,
erosion control practices, managing changing soil structure, soil fertility, cover cropping practices, and
healthy soils research.
Farmers stressed the importance of on-farm technical assistance so that farmers do not have to take time
away from the farm, which interrupts productivity.
Table 6: Protect Maine’s Farm Resources (n=209, see Appendix K)
Discussion Question: What assistance or resources do you need to keep your land, soils, and infrastructure in
production and to manage your natural resources?
Off-Farm Support (75)
On-Farm Support (55)
Top 5 Sub-themes:
Top 5 Sub-themes:
1) Changes to Existing Agriculture Policies & Programs (13)
2) Opportunities & Incentives for Keeping Land in Agriculture
(11)
3) Information Sharing (7)
4) Affordable Health Insurance (6)

5) Tie between:
 Reduce Tax Burden (5)
 Community Education & Buy-In (5)

1) Soil Management & Health (23)
2) On-Farm Technical Assistance (7)
3) Irrigation Infrastructure & Practices (5)
4) Tie between:
 Scale-Appropriate On-Farm Infrastructure (4)
 Water Protection & Management Practices (4)
5) Adaptations to Climate Change (3)
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Minor Themes
Several participants cited types of financial support as a need. Among the types of financial support
discussed, participants prioritized government funding and subsidies and access to capital.
The regulatory burden on farms was cited somewhat frequently as a factor limiting farmers’ ability to
manage their farm operations. A few examples of these comments appear in the box below.
Examples of Participants’ Comments about the Regulatory Burden on Farms
“GAP (Good Agriculture Practices) laws. Pesticide regulations in towns for processing.”
“These regulations are one size fits all but generally inappropriate for small farm operations.”
“I find in Southern Maine there are 70-foot setbacks from the white stripe on the road. I can’t do many things I need to
do like put it in for parking or buildings. There are a lot of building code problems.”
“Federal rules – state enforced dairy antibiotic testing of raw milk: too many tests/double testing is expensive. Selling
the raw milk created extra income, but now you can’t.”
“DEP (Department of Environmental Protection) – NCRS (Natural Resources Conservation Service) can sometimes be
overly regulatory on issues such as drainage and degrading of ditches. Also deer fencing was placed in a costly and
unproductive way.”
“Wetlands protection laws can be overly burdensome.”

A few participants, both farmers and non-farmers, cited the need for data on weather patterns and
forecasting. Greater availability and accuracy of this type of data would help farmers to be more efficient in
their operations (e.g. irrigation practices) and more prepared for weather events so that they can minimize
loss of crops or damage to infrastructure.

6. Major and Sub-Themes: Connect Maine-Produced Food with Healthy Eating
Major Theme: Programs that Work
Gleaning practices and programs were cited most frequently. Gleaning
is a process that provides excess product that might otherwise go to
waste. References to specific gleaning programs were: Healthy Acadia,
Healthy Communities, Community Food Councils, Cumberland County
Gleaning Initiative, Maine Gleaning Initiative, and Wayside Food
Programs.
SNAP (the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program) and Maine
Harvest Bucks were also cited frequently. Participants liked the fact
that SNAP participants can use SNAP benefits at farmer’s markets
because it expands the consumer base for farmers and makes local,
healthy food more accessible to low-income individuals and families.
Participants liked Maine Harvest Bucks for similar reasons but more
specifically because the program increases participants’ purchasing
power for fruits and vegetables through the availability of dollar-fordollar matching funds for these purchases.

“Farmer’s markets – SNAP
benefits – has been great for
Houlton Community Market.”
-Farmer

“The Harvest Bucks/double
dollars down nutrition incentive
program for fresh fruits and
vegetables should be replicated
with meat and dairy.”
-Farmer

Participants also noted these other programs that work: Good Shepherd Food Bank, Mainers Feeding
Mainers,6 WIC, Farm-to-School programs, and others.
6

Good Shepherd Food Bank and Mainers Feeding Mainers were grouped separately based on participants’ comments, but
Mainers Feeding Mainers is a program of Good Shepherd Food Bank.
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Major Theme: Programs that Work in Some Ways but Not All
Some participants noted that Maine Harvest Bucks is time intensive due to record-keeping and reporting
requirements. Costs and paperwork were also noted as challenges for farmers who participate in SNAP/EBT
and the Senior Farm Share program. Participants noted that gleaning programs have potential but need an
educated manager with on-farm experience and knowledge.
Table 7: Connect Maine-Produced Food with Healthy Eating (Q1) (n=301, see Appendix L)
Discussion Question (1 of 2): What programs currently do a good job working with farms to supply Maineproduced food to hungry families? What is not working? (108)
Programs that Work (72)
Programs that Work in Some Ways but Not All (25)
Top 5 Sub-themes of Major Theme #1:
All Sub-themes of Major Theme #2:
1) Gleaning Practice & Programs (13)

2) SNAP (Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program) (12)
3) Maine Harvest Bucks (11)
4) Good Shepherd Food Bank (8)

1) Tie between:
 Maine Harvest Bucks (4)
 Gleaning Practice & Programs (4)
 Food Banks – General (4)
2) SNAP (the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program)
(3)
3) Senior Farm Share (2)
4) Tie between:
 Farm-To-School Program (1)
 Hunters for the Hungry (1)
 Mainers Feeding Mainers (1)
 Good Shepherd Food Bank (1)
 Programs for Seniors – General (1)
 Maine Food Sovereignty Bill (1)

5) Mainers Feeding Mainers (6)

Major Theme: Actions Increasing Farmers’ Ability to Get Products to Market
Expanding farmers’ access to new and existing markets where their products can be sold was most
frequently cited by participants as the best way to increase access to Maine-produced food statewide.
Participants also expressed a need to lower distribution and processing costs and improve distribution
channels. References were made to these specific distribution costs as burdensome to farms: rising shipping
cost; cost of truck space with large distributors; fuel cost; and need to expand fuel tax exemption to on-road
vehicles. Suggested improvements to distribution channels dealt primarily with improving the delivery
channels for food to get from parts of rural Maine – and from farms located far from the I-95 corridor – to
more populated areas in Southern Maine, New Hampshire, and Massachusetts.
Another major factor affecting farmers’ ability to get product to market is limited processing infrastructure.
Farmers expressed two needs here: 1) the need for more processing facilities (e.g. state-inspected,
affordable butchers and processing facilities, generally); and 2) the need for strengthening the processing
sector to be able to meet the needs of farms that are looking to process at widely different scales.
Major Theme: Types of Information, Resources & Education that would Benefit Farmers
Participants noted a desire for marketing and advertising support and, more specifically, for state
government promotion of Maine-produced products and support for the individual marketing and
advertising efforts of Maine farm businesses.
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Minor Themes
Some participants offered examples of programs that they feel do not work. Equal emphasis, though small,
was given to government subsidies for farmers to supply food to low-income individuals and the Senior
Farm Share Program. Critiques of government subsidies took the position that this method of intervention
was fundamentally not the right approach to addressing food insecurity. Critiques of the Senior Farm Share
program focused on the farm share price point not being sufficient to allow farms to generate a profit.
Several participants expressed that food insecurity is not an agriculture issue and should not be part of the
agriculture policy agenda.
Table 8: Connect Maine-Produced Food with Healthy Eating (Q2) (n=301, see Appendix L)
Discussion Question (2 of 2): What are the best ways to increase access to Maine-produced food in our state?
(193)
Actions Increasing Farmers’ Ability to Get
Types of Information, Resources & Education that would
Products to Market (69)
Benefit Farmers (28)
All Sub-themes of Major Theme #1:
All Sub-themes of Major Theme #2:
1) Expand Access to New & Existing Markets (39)
2) Lower Distribution Costs & Improve Distribution
Channels (18)
3) Increase & Strengthen Processing Infrastructure (7)
4) Tie between:
 Increase Availability of & Access to Farm Land (2)
 Increase Access to Capital (2)
5) Reduce Tax Burden (1)

1) Marketing & Advertising (14)
2) Farmer Education & Support (5)
3) Financial Incentives for Farms to Work with Charitable Food
Programs (4)
4) Tie between:
 Community Resources (2)
 Peer Networking Opportunities (2)
5) Market Research (1)

Minor Themes
A number of participants cited a need to change consumer behavior as a means for increasing access to
Maine-produced food in our state. About two-thirds of these participants cited the importance of consumer
education about food and fiber production in our state, and the remaining one-third emphasized the
importance of increasing demand for local products.
VII.

CONCLUSION
Farmers are not a homogenous group. There is no one-size-fits-all approach to addressing farmers’ needs or
determining farmers’ priorities. However, clear themes around the needs and priorities of Maine farmers have
emerged from the feedback collected through this statewide engagement process. Profitability is essential to
the current and future viability of Maine farm businesses. Profitability can be enhanced through:



Greater availability of information, resources, and education to support farmers’ day-to-day business
and farm management needs; and
Changes to external factors that limit profitability and influence farmers’ day-to-day business needs.

The critical next step is for decision-makers and organizations whose aim is to support Maine farms to listen to
this input, seek additional opportunities to engage with farmers in Maine, and bring some of the ideas in this
report to action.
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