
 AGRICULTURAL AGENDA FOR THE KENTUCKY DEPARTMENT OF AGRICULTURE 
 

 
PROBLEMS 
 
U.S. News gives Kentucky a ranking of #45 in overall economy.  Where does agriculture fit in? 
The number of small farms is on the decline and family farms are forced out almost everyday. 
Urban sprawl continues, but urban farms are not sufficiently designed into our growing cities. 
Rural farms that want to grow face crushing debt.  Kentucky has lost over 10,000 farms and 
nearly 1 million acres of farmland in the last 12 years; and in the last decade, we have lost a 
greater percentage of farmers than any other state.  37,000 farms in Kentucky--or nearly half of 
those farms currently in existence--have a revenue of $10,000 per year or less.  And half of 
those have a revenue of $2,000 per year or less!  Meanwhile, overproduction of annual 
commodities--corn, soybeans, and wheat--continues to expand despite low profitability and 
increasingly insecure export markets; we now grow 1.4 -1.9 million acres of corn and soybeans 
annually in Kentucky.  We cannot plant more to make these commodities more profitable, and 
we are losing precious grassland ecosystems in the process.  The bigger-is-better mentality 
creates unsustainable economies and insurmountable barriers of entrance for young and 
beginning farmers to enter the sector, as the median age of a farmer is now approaching 60.  Its 
consequences reverberate through other sectors of our economy, stressing our natural 
resources: increasing water pollution, soil erosion and animal habitat loss; limiting our ability to 
capitalize on hunting, fishing and other outdoor recreation enterprises; and negatively impacting 
our health, as the cost of chronic disease rises on an already stressed healthcare system.  
 
The Kentucky poultry economy is dominated by Perdue Chicken in a soybean-based feedlot 
system.  Kentucky is a major beef cattle producer; but the vast majority of our beef cattle are 
shipped out of state for finishing and processing.  Many are hoping that hemp will be a saving 
grace; but the reality is that we are in danger of seeing the hemp economy go the way of the 
tobacco economy if we do not establish a refined quota system, modeled on the historic tobacco 
quota system, as the final lifeline for KY farmers.  
 
As the price of farmland continues to rise, where is the next generation of farmers coming from, 
when so few young people can see pathways toward a viable living in farming?  With a $36 
million annual appropriation for 2020, the Kentucky Department of Agriculture can do better. 
We need new leadership in the KDA, a Commissioner who will assemble teams of innovative 
farmers and open the KDA to our collaboration on solutions.  
 
PATHWAYS 
 
The 20th century saw the unsettling of rural Kentucky as the younger generation moved to the 
cities; but urban farms were not designed as essential features of urban planning.  There is 
untold potential for fruit, vegetables, mushroom, tree crops, and honey production in urban 
centers, upcycling urban waste streams.  In the 21st century, robust networks of institutionally 



coordinated urban farms can add resilience to Kentucky towns and major cities, and open 
economic opportunities to new farmers, even as the rural farmland economy is revitalized.  
 
In the rural farmland, the Kentucky Department of Agriculture has a responsibility to promote 
agricultural production that accords with ecosystem function; for instance, the Pennyroyal 
Plateau (aka Pennyrile) of western Kentucky is a native grassland; therefore ecologically smart 
design will incentivize agricultural production on biodiverse grassland ecosystems (multispecies 
livestock grazing, agroforestry, and silvopasture); instead of perpetual growth of industrial scale 
commodity crops with poor profitability.  In Appalachia, agroforestry systems are appropriate to 
the terrain, flora, and fauna; the KDA will incentivize innovations in agroforestry, collaborating 
with regional experts, organizations, and through the use of precision agroforestry technology. 
A hemp/medical marijuana refined quota system of cannabis production is essential to eastern 
Kentucky agribusiness. 
 
PROPOSALS 
 

● HEMP, MEDICAL MARIJUANA, TOBACCO 
○ Hemp and cannabis production will go the way of the tobacco economy without a 

refined quota system that distributes production among small farmers throughout 
Kentucky, as much on the slopes of Appalachia as the broad acre farmland of 
western KY.  We propose a quota system modeled on the historic tobacco quota 
system, to be refined in amount of acreage per quota every year, based on 
market fluctuations. 

○ Accountability from processors to farmers is paramount to success; one major 
problem we are having now is that CBD farmers are left in the dark regarding the 
value of the cannabinoids in their crop.  We propose that the KDA and the 
processors supply a more complete cannabinoid analysis to farmers. 

● From state: detailed chemical analysis for farmers crop prior to sale (top 
17 cannabinoids concentrations) 
● From processor: detailed chemical analysis for farmers crop on 
what your crop produced (top 17 cannabinoids concentrations) 

○ With all the medical research going on, we have an opportunity to establish niche 
markets for speciality cannabis products. Of the +100 possible cannabinoids 
produced in these plants, we can establish a more informative process with the 
farmers.  With the participation of state universities, farmers, processors and 
pharmaceutical companies, we can establish diverse processes which maximize 
the production of these new exotic chemical where everyone benefits: farmers, 
research institutions, and consumers. 

○ Don’t sell out our state cannabis economy to large outside corporations.  We are 
already seeing this happen (quota system prevents this) 

○ No movement of quota between farms; no selling quotas (this destroyed the 
tobacco system) 



○ Tobacco: bring back old quota system; out of control production is exploiting 
migrant labor 

○ Max medical marijuana quota: each farm 4000 sq ft greenhouse (1 acre 
equivalent)  

○ Support for statewide police departments in defending and protecting Kentucky 
hemp farmers against theft, crop destruction 

○ Launch education program (English/Spanish) on all aspects of hemp farming 
along with terse, easily read literature published for workers.  (In grapes, the 
most educated teams write their literature for wine growing teams; and the most 
educated demand the highest earning potential) 

○ Lobbying of pharmaceutical industries to begin excellent research program on 
CBD and THC; with a focus on analgesic development of opioid, oxycontin, and 
fentanyl replacement and treatment to combat opioid crisis. 

○ Comprehensive standards, like bourbon, for regulation and quality control that 
benefit the Kentucky family farm first.  Establish trademark designation of KY 
hemp; its export can directly support education and infrastructure. 

 
● BEEF, DAIRY, LIVESTOCK 

○ Kentucky is a major beef cattle producer but the #1 problem is that we ship the 
vast majority of our beef cattle out of state for finishing and processing, limiting 
profitability for farmers.  We must rebuild in-state processing facilities 
economically accessible to every beef producing county. 

○ In-state feeder calf processing facilities and regional old cow processing facilities 
○ Improve statewide feeder calf program 
○ Initiate new free distillers by-products distribution system by county through 

extension offices 
○ Bring beef and dairy farmers to the table in discussions about their production, 

constraints, and new products and methods 
○ Adaptive multi-paddock management grazing (AMP) has shown potential in 

peer-reviewed research to rapidly increase soil organic matter and augment 
production while reducing input costs to the grazer.  Identify expert grazers and 
pay them to collaborate with Conservation Districts/extension offices to hold 
teaching sessions with farmers on regenerative grazing systems (Greg Brann 
model) 

○ Funding for education for farmers to attend classes that help them diversify their 
livestock systems, build soil organic matter through grazing strategies, increase 
profitability 

○ Increase access to grants that restore native grass paddocks 
○ Bring conservation organizations to the table with grazers to identify pathways for 

restoration of native grasslands under grazing management (see Southeastern 
Grassland Initiative) 

○ Promote grass-fed genetics in beef cattle systems  
○ Potential for dairy goat/sheep production systems 



○ Increase incentives/grants for rotational pastured/silvo-pastured poultry and pork 
systems 

○ Bring experts together with conservation districts/extension offices as paid 
farmer-educators that help farmers initiate and improve multispecies pastured 
livestock systems and overall profitability.  

 
● COMMODITY CROPS 

○ Investing in R&D for precision agriculture, and point-source fertilization for 
efficient and ecologically sound farming practices for conventional agricultural 
systems to decrease onsite pollution and overhead cost. 

○ Increasing R&D for cover crops, no-till systems, agroforestry systems, perennial 
grains, and mixed crop-grazing systems 

○ Increasing our understanding of soil health and regenerative farming practices 
○ Increase access to Conservation District programs for erosion control, riparian 

buffer, wildflower/native grass strips, and other conservation approaches 
 

● PRODUCE 
○ Statewide duplication of Amish process of consolidation points along major 

interstates/highways; transport to major cities; export to connecting states’ large 
cities 

○ Discussions with food processors about KY Proud value added 
○ Urban centers offer tremendous potential to increase fruit, vegetable, and 

mushroom production, increasing agricultural-economic opportunities even for 
non land-owning farmers. 

○ Expand Specialty Crop Grant 2018-2021 system; preference given to those 
farms which are institutionally managed, or which provide a replicable model of 
production and marketing, or which produce using innovative/ecologically sound 
methods. 

○ Specialty mushroom production using the vast waste of KY timbre industry as a 
means to upcycle sawdust, top canopy wood, and nitrogen by-products of 
commodity crops such as soybeans, cotton, and corn.  
 

● DIGITAL FARM SYSTEM 
○ Every farm gets a digital book serving as an interactive map of their farm.  Some 

components include location GPS, digital tree map, crop and livestock rotations, 
farm infrastructure, products.  Engage USDA-FSA in this process. 

○ Digital mapping and LiDAR data is a way to bring young people into agriculture 
and encourage innovative research, both through employing GIS specialists and 
through interest in digital information systems technology and its applications. 

○ Smart Technology Integration - improving our efficiency in macro and micro 
on-farm inventory assessments and input/output distribution is paramount to KY 
agriculture remaining globally competitive 

 



 
● FARMERS MARKETS 

○ Ensure all farmer’s markets are equipped with accounts to accept SNAP benefits 
○ Help with management capacity by providing cost-share for part-time market 

managers 
 

● VITICULTURE, WINERY 
○ Regional wine processing 
○ Conversation with Purple Toad and other wineries 

■ Processing others’ grapes/new fruits 
■ Specialty Crop Grants for new fruit in wine production 
■ Match KY locations to world grape production; produce local wines 
■ Take advantage of urban microclimates for production, open economic 

opportunity to urban farmers 
 

● TIMBER 
○ Unregulated and potentially largest scam system  
○ Every farm gets a digital tree footprint in their digital map 
○ Coordination with Kentucky State Nursery and Conservation Districts for 

production and distribution of native shrubs and trees to farms, and as a matter of 
urban conservation (see Missouri State Nursery) 

○ Statewide assessment of digital tree data helps steer informed decisions on 
timber harvesting, and coordination with U.S. Forestry Service to limit harvesting 
in the national forests. 

 
● URBAN AGRICULTURE 

○ Urban microclimate and potential for thousands of NRCS high tunnels for 
year-round production 

○ Urban composting systems to upcycle waste streams  
○ Explosion of fruit, vegetables, flowers, bees/honey production 
○ Hemp/medical marijuana quota system allows urban farmers entry into cannabis 

economy, potential to earn a living farming  
○ Make use of advanced aquaponic/hydroponic systems--tilapia/freshwater shrimp 

using Joe Trigg’s model and Kentucky State University 
○ Promote urban conservation of native shrubs/trees above stormwater systems 
○ EBT/WIC work incentive program 
○ Massive agrotourism potential given high volume population 
○ Expert farmers collaborate with conservation districts to build cooperative farm 

systems with urban institutions (Timothy Kercheville model) 
 

● KY PROUD 
○ Ensure that KY Proud is benefiting KY producers; there is no verification for this 

label, which makes it practically meaningless 



  
● RENEWABLE ENERGY, INTERNET 

○ Work with TVA/others on new sustainable energy program 
○ Every farm generates energy, every farm internet access 

■ Solar on farm buildings 
■ Wind turbines, newer smaller signature designs 
■ Methane for appropriate farms 
■ Retired veteran farmers have helped implement deployed internet 

systems in multiple war zones; duplicate this in KY 
■ Ensure internet access for every county in order to empower farmers and 

rural communities 
 

● SOIL HEALTH 
○ Work with KY Legislature to develop Soil Health Legislation.  Currently several 

states have soil health legislation on the agenda with state legislatures.  New 
Mexico state legislature just passed a Healthy Soils bill, and the NM Department 
of Agriculture has issued a voluntary Grant Pilot Program incentivizing farmers 
building soil health through the following practices: 

■ 1. Keeping soil covered 
■ 2. Minimizing soil disturbance on cropland 
■ 3. Maximizing biodiversity 
■ 4. Maintaining a living root 
■ 5. Integrating animals into land management 

 
Robert Haley Conway, Timothy Kercheville, Joe Trigg, and several KY farmers 
contributed to this agenda. 
 
 
 
 
  


