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January 2, 2005  

Dear Community,  

We have some exciting news for you, something that has been in short supply these days.  It is my projection that this coming year is going to be the year for small family farms, the local economy and communities in Olympia to shine.  Let me tell you why.  

I have been working on developing a model to preserve small family farms for the past nine years.  Nine years ago I found myself newly single, newly fifty, newly on 15 acres of land, and I had never thought about farming a day in my life.  In looking at what I wanted to do with the next phase of my life I knew I wanted to do something that I enjoyed doing, something that made a difference in the world, and I didn’t want to just go out and get a job to get money.  I decided my 15 acres were my greatest resource, so one day in the spring of 1995 I stood in my pasture and said, “Okay, this land is going to support us.”

The jolly adventure began.  That summer I grew two acres of certified organic potatoes.  I fell in love with farming but knew I couldn’t support myself by selling potatoes so I put the farm on the side burner to allow it to recreate itself.  Two years later I was invited to a tour on Vashon Island of a CSA (Community Supported Agriculture) farm.  Having read some about CSA’s and then seeing one in operation I decided CSA would be the next step for my farm for the1999 season.  

Back at the farm shortly after the tour I was contemplating the CSA model and had a flash of insight of how farms could support themselves by giving food away.  I’ll explain that in a minute, but from that moment on I have been working on the preservation of small family farms.  My life has not been the same since, and once thinking that my life had completely fallen apart, it was actually completely coming together.  I am now doing my life’s work, and while it has been filled with enormous challenges, doubts, miracles, failures, successes, poverty, hell and absolute joy, I am blessed to be living a passionate life.  And I wish this for each and every human being.  What if we lived in a world where everyone knew what their passion is and followed it?  

As far as how farms could support themselves by giving food away, it’s really pretty simple.  What about doing fundraisers, using that money to buy produce from local farms, and the farms give the food away to people in the community who are hungry?  The farms are supported, hungry people are fed, and the community has the experience of actually being able to make a difference in their world at a local level.  

I have had this concept since that moment in the Fall of 1998.  I have played with the idea but have not had the time to develop it.  The end of last year, actually exactly at this time last year, I decided I was not going to let another year go by that I did not bring this idea into existence.  I set up a table outside the front door of the Eastside Coop and started talking to people about the Food Bank Project.  By December 31, 2004 the Farm Bank Project was born and became a Washington State Non-Profit Organization.  

Some of you may have heard of the Farm Bank Project.  This past year Mitch, co-founder of the Farm Bank Project, developed community gardens in Olympia and started the Organic Food Bank at the Free School.  I was busy developing my own farm, and constantly in the thick of the issues facing small family farms, the loss and threat of farmland being paved with housing developments and industry, deteriorating communities and local economies and contemplating what makes cities and rural communities strong and healthy.  

I was blessed to be one of the delegates to attend the Terra Madre in Italy this past October where 5000 producers from 130 nations were brought together for the first time ever in a truly historic event  Prince Charles gave a powerful closing speech, and Vandana Shiva gave a powerful opening speech.  I also attended workshops Vandana participated in, probably one of the most powerful and profound activists of our time.  And I heard her again when  I attended the 30th Annual Tilth Conference in Portland in November.  Powerful, powerful speakers and leaders.  I attended the Washington Agriculture Summit in Puyallup in December and heard policy makers not only from our area and our state, but also people who are making a difference in their own states and communities like the Secretary of Agriculture from  New Jersey.  With all of this under my belt, plus the personal experience of learning to be a small family farmer myself, I realized this winter will be the launching of the Farm Bank Project.

Spurred by attending meetings of the Technical Agriculture Committee in Lewis County, a ad hoc committee formed by the Planning Commission to make a recommendation as to what land in Lewis County should be 

designated agriculture, I decided to host Community-Farm Raising Forums.  The first one was held at the Southwest Washington Fairgrounds on November 30, 2004 and the next one is scheduled for January 29, 2005 at the Community Center in Olympia.  The purpose of the Forums are for us to get connected as a community, talk about the issues facing us, and to have solution-oriented conversations so we can become directly responsible for shaping our future.

The Farm Bank Project is a non-profit formed to preserve small farms, preserve and protect farmland and open space, and to do projects around small farms that build and strengthen our community at the same time.  

· Our guiding philosophy is small family farms are at the foundation of healthy communities, and when we strengthen small family farms we strengthen communities.

· Our vision is an informed and empowered people living in healthy communities.

· Our mission is to provide innovative grassroots efforts that will help us to shape a sustainable future

· Our goal is to move people to action, create and sustain safe foods, restore and support small farms, and return to community based economics and a sustainable way of life for all.  It’s what we call the full-circle of support where everyone gives and everyone receives, shifting us from a competitive world to a supportive world – sustainability at its best.

I know this is a long letter, but we’ve got some important and exciting work to do.  Put the letter down and come back to it refreshed, or continue on with the excitement of becoming a part of the tangible social change on the horizon.  Here are some of the projects in progress:

Community-Farm Raising Forums
The next one scheduled is January 29, 2005 1-4 pm at the Community Center on Capital.  Watch for the next scheduled one at the Southwest Washington Fairgrounds in Chehalis

Preservation of Farmland in Lewis County

We are dedicated to Lewis County becoming known for it’s responsible growth with agriculture in mind.   With some of the finest soil in the state of Washington, Lewis County could become the breadbasket between Seattle and Portland, known for its farm festivals, agri-education and tourism, and as a model for rural communities who are facing the real challenges of preserving farmland in the face of housing developments and industrial growth.  

We are dedicated to doing the very best to finding solutions that work for all of us while insuring a sustainable future.

Educational and Interactive Website
The www.FarmBankProject.com website is being completely revised and updated over the next couple of months.  The current focus of this website is to provide information to help us understand all the issues facing our communities, to encourage community involvement in the decisions that are shaping our future, to help us make informed choices, and to help us become connected as a community.

Local Farm Calendar – Community CSA Share Project
We will be producing a calendar of local CSA farms.  Proceeds from the sale of the calendar will be used to buy Community *CSA Farm Shares from local farms.  These shares will then be given away to low/no-income people in the community who would normally not be able to buy a farm share.  Work/trade will be encouraged by participants to provide a hand-up instead of a hand-out.  We are planning to have the calendar available by the opening of the Spring 2005 season, with the rhythm of our calendar being from spring to spring.  Anyoneinterested in participating in this, 

or any of the projects, please let us know. 

Farm-of-the-Month Project
This is one of my favorite projects, while I love them all.  There will be a farm selected each month and the community will become accustomed to channeling resources to that farm for that month.  Everyone has something to give – time, money, a skill, a tool, a connection, an encouraging word, or maybe even some fencing in your garage that a farm could use.  There will be public announcements the beginning of each month, a work-party the third weekend of the month on the farm, and the featured farm will be listed in the Farm Registry at the local farm stores, similar to bridal registries.

Cottage Industry Market 
We are catching on to buying local, now we have to catch on to producing local.  This project is still in the brainstorming stages, along with a committee forming to work on it.  Imagine a market just like a farmer’s market, but the vendors are anyone who has a home based business – a cottage industry.  A place for us to start is to ask the question, “What are we buying that we don’t need?  What do we need to buy or would really like to that is already being produced locally?  What do we need to buy or would really like to that is not already being produced locally and begin to match products to be produced with people who would like to produce them.”  This way we will deepen our local resources, strengthen our local economy, and keep money circulating within our own communities.  This will be one of the most inspiring and community-building activities of this year.
Local Farm Stores & Community Kitchens
These will be outlets where  the products sold there will be grown, raised and produced locally.  It will also encourage the sale of these products in already existing community-based stores such as the Olympia Food Coops.  Our goal is for there to be a Community Commercial Kitchen in every community available as a resource for people to produce their own products.  Some will be brand new kitchens, others will be already existing kitchens now designated for this purpose.  Gleaning projects can fit beautifully into this too, allowing us to find solutions to hunger needs in our communities.  It’s a conundrum that we have idle farmland and hungry people.  

It’s time for some inspiring and innovative and empowering social change.

Well, as you can see this isn’t a one person job.  It’s not a 2 person or 3 person or 10 person job.  It’s the job of a community.  In the old tradition of barn-raising, we will do farm raisings which will in turn become community-raisings – farm supported communities and community supported farms.

I have held these dreams and visions for all these years.  For some reason I had to bring them to this place by myself (but I could never say I did it all by by myself).  This next exciting level is all about us and what we can do to shape a sustainable future for all.  The time is ripe and the people are ready.  I very much look forward to 2005 – the year for farms and people and communities to shine.  If you would like to contribute to this project in any way, please let me know.  We’re moving on to the next level.  Wahoo!  

Most sincerely,  

  Susie

Susie Kyle  

Farmer/Owner/Operator/Small Farm Advocate  
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