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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
information presented below reflects the 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.
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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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