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Background

Ann Arbor Township Farm has 110 acres of tillable land and another 43 acres of woodland and wetland. Ann Arbor Township has recently provided $40,000 to repair a 130-year-old barn on the property to ensure its availability for small scale farming businesses. The farm is located minutes away from Ann Arbor and its inhabitants and institutions that are fueling increased demand for locally grown produce.  The Township has long been a statewide leader in growth management and the preservation of farmland.  Its master plan and zoning ordinance envision and support a future for agriculture, and the Township’s Purchase of Development Rights (PDR) program—the second one in Michigan—has already protected 750 acres. It is this property the Township seeks to develop as.

Proposed Vision Statement

The Ann Arbor Township Farm will be a focal point in the efforts of the Township to support new farmers who produce sustainable, locally grown agricultural products.  The Farm extend the Townships Small Farms Initiative by serving as a site for agricultural apprenticeship and entrepreneurship that provides those seeking to become farmers with land and other resources to succeed.  The Township seeks to partner with individuals and organizations to lease its tillable land in parcels appropriate for a variety of small farming enterprises in the local community. When fully subscribed, the Farm could host as many as ten small farm businesses, from individual leases to likeminded organizations seeking to train new farmers in sustainable agricultural practices, as well as good business and marketing practices. These farmers/entrepreneurs could share equipment (tractor, tools) and facilities (refrigeration, wash/pack stations, water source) as well as their expertise and insights. The Farm would serve as an incubator* for new farmers who would, in many cases, seek their own land or the leasing of township land to expand their farms.  The agricultural goods produced at the Farm and on other township farms would serve local markets.

Proposed Strategies for Achieving the Vision

There are a number of options for beginning to convert the Ann Arbor Township Farm to achieve the proposed visions and an overarching plan and strategy should be decided upon before the first lease is finalized.  Such a strategy has to be realistic in terms of Township resources that are consumed in both launching the enterprise and in maintaining it as growth occurs. One approach is outlined below and builds on discussions and draft documents from previous Farmland Preservation Board meetings.

Goal: Establish farming activity on two fields near the barn for the 2011growing season with a longer-term goal of having the entire farm in organic production within 10 years.

1. Submit a joint proposal to appropriate funding agencies to establish a long-term collaboration with the MSU Student Organic Farm and the Organic Farmer Training Program that would provide prime land (~10 acres) that will be available for organic farming in 2011. Secure from Ann Arbor Township cost sharing to partially or wholly provide:

· installation of wells for drinking water and irrigation

· design and construction of parking areas

· provision of electrical service

· additional improvements to the barn (security).

2. In parallel, identify other entities/organizations for which similar collaborations could be created, with proposals developed if appropriate. Two possibilities are:

· Food Gatherers, an Ann Arbor-based nonprofit that collects food and distributes it to disadvantaged populations and has started growing produce on a small plot next to its warehouse.

· Washtenaw Community College, which has offered classes and an informational program to link growers with people interested in farm labor.

*What is a Farm Incubator?

Farm Incubators are land-based educational, training and support programs for beginning

farmers who wish to start their own agricultural enterprises but may lack the initial

www.sustainableconnections.org www.kulshanclt.org capital outlay and/or experience to farm on their own. Components of an Incubator often include: access to land and farm infrastructure at a reasonable rate; mentorships with experienced farmers; educational opportunities; financial planning support including loan counseling and grant application assistance; individualized business consulting; and marketing and distribution cooperatives. Incubators also serve to educate the public about the importance of agricultural preservation and local food production and consumption. [from Guelph].
