The Rhode Island Agricultural Partnership

Steering Committee: Jan Eckhart, Chair, Rit Schartner, Vice Chair, Patrick McNiff, , Sheila Brush, Jim Booth, Al Bettencourt, Steve Cotta, Sandy Barden, Noah Fulmer, Stu Nunnery, John Nunes, Perry Raso, Kevin Breene, Ken Ayars, and Tom Sandham

Rhode Island Agriculture has been growing in the past few years. The demand for more naturally grow, fresh, nutritional foods has initiated a new type of agricultural industry. There are 43% more farms in RI in the past 5 year as reported by the census. These farms tend to be smaller and more diversified. Small farms are small businesses that create an agricultural industry that is one of the few growth industries in RI. With the growth of this new style of agriculture, as well as the new demands on traditional farms comes a need for support services that enhance this growth. Traditional agricultural support agencies and organizations were joined by some new organizations to meet these needs, but lacked an infrastructure and direction. With the assistance of a grant from the van Beuren Charitable Foundation a collaborative was formed by farmers and support services representative recognizing the need for a central communication and a plan for the future of farming in RI. 
With the formation of the “RI Agricultural Partnership” , a farmer develop and lead group, all agricultural businesses will have easy access to information and a united voice in the future of agriculture. In support of the efforts of the RI Agricultural Council and the other Federal, State, and private agencies and organizations; the Partnership steering committee , lead by chair Jan Eckhart have developed goals to assist the industry. These goals include the development of a five year agricultural strategic plan. American Farmland Trust has been contracted to assist in the writing of a five year strategic plan for RI agriculture that will be available next November. This strategic plan will be the first of its kind because it will be written for RI farmers, not for a State agency. Famers will be asked to assist with this effort this spring. The Partnership is supporting the URI Agricultural Extension to develop an “Agricultural Information Navigation System”. This will create an Ag Center for information that will lead farmers to agencies or organizations that will best help them. There will be three ways to navigate the system: for computer users the address is “RhodyAg.com”, a booklet will provide contact information, and a list telephone numbers for information. The next effort will be to develop a system to help farmers with town comprehensive plans and zoning. This will help support the “right to farm act” and what farms need to ensure profitability. Special projects, that organizations feel are important, such as affordable land availability and equipment banks are being investigated by various service agencies and the Partnership will keep communications going so as not to duplicate efforts. 

Farmer representation in the partnership is through their commodity organizations. Each organization has a representative that attends regular meetings and supports the efforts of the farmers in the organization. If your organization does not have a representative on the steering committee please contact us and we will add your organization. Please join us in March and April at the “listening sessions” for the five year strategic plan. This will give every farmer ( a farmer is defined as anyone that profits from the production of an agricultural product) a direct voice in RI agriculture. The future of RI agriculture is in your hands, make it count and join the effort.   













