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Demand for local food in the Pioneer Valley is
booming. Farmers’ markets, CSAs*, and other direct market
outlets are growing fast, but the local food sold through these
venues still makes up only a tiny portion of the food consumed
by the three-county region’s 700,000 residents. Building a
robust local food system—one that provides more food to the
Valley’s residents while supporting thriving farms and a vibrant
local economy—requires scaling up our production, processing,
and distribution systems. This infrastructure will help make it
possible to provide locally-grown food at supermarkets,
restaurants, lunchrooms and convenience stores throughout

the region and during all seasons of the year.

This report challenges the Pioneer Valley community to play a
stronger role in the creation and support of new business enter-
prises that fill gaps in our agricultural and food system. It
summarizes what we at Community Involved in Sustaining
Agriculture (CISA) have learned over four years of working on
infrastructure projects with our community partners, and it
highlights an emerging slate of opportunities for individual,

business, and government investment and support.

CISA and other local organizations and individuals have exam-
ined several local needs: processing facilities for meat and poul-
try, milk, frozen produce, and small grains; cold storage facili-
ties; distribution options, and more. Adding these businesses
and services to the local food system is an essential next step in

“scaling up” our local food system.

Farmers and local food advocates are tackling these challenges
with passion and resourcefulness. Some examples of new

enterprises and options include:

* Three years ago, Valley meat producers had to transport their
animals over long distances to slaughter, but recently two
medium-scale slaughterhouses and a mobile poultry-processing
unit have opened for business in western Massachusetts and

southern Vermont.

* With no local milk bottling plant, several local dairies have

*Community Supported Agriculture

built on-farm processing facilities and are selling milk, cheese,
and yogurt. Other dairy farms have created new marketing or

delivery services to improve their bottom line.

* A number of farmers, bakers, and others have begun growing
and processing grains and legumes and creating small-scale

marketing and processing options.

* Improved cooperation between lenders and new financing tools
have begun to increase financing options for new food system

ventures.

New food system enterprises face a number of steep challenges
to business viability, including tight margins, limited financing
options, and complex regulatory requirements. In addition to
their financial objectives, these businesses may also hold goals
related to environmental sustainability, job creation, a fair return
to farmers, and the creation of healthy products that are afford-
able to a wide range of residents. When businesses achieve
financial viability while providing wider community benefits they
help to create a food system that works for all residents of our

region.

In this report, we provide examples that highlight our many local
successes and opportunities, but also illustrate the significant
challenges that face new food system enterprises. A robust net-
work of food and farm businesses can sustain a thriving local
economy while feeding our region with healthy, locally produced
food. Entrepreneurs, farmers, public officials, lenders, non-prof-
its, and the larger community, working together, can create and
support the infrastructure enterprises that will allow our local

food system to go further towards feeding and sustaining us all.

Report Objectives

* Explore the benefits and challenges of supporting local food

and agricultural system infrastructure in the Pioneer Valley.

* Provide examples of ongoing local efforts to fill key infrastruc-

ture gaps.

* Encourage public officials, food businesses, farmers, economic
development agencies, and the general public to support these

projects.
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As our food system has shifted away from local and

regional production and trade towards global sourcing,

the infrastructure required to connect local farms with

local markets has eroded. Local mills, slaughterhouses, Direct Sales

butcher shops, and canneries are now rare in the %@ B 00900 e ->§,?l
Northeast. Similarly, the ordering and distribution systems \ >
we rely on to move food from place to place are based on a

global food distribution system in which all farm products are

available all year round. Infrastructure also has intangible com-

ponents, such as skills and relationships. For example, a school -S‘/!os 6\“0‘)
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cafeteria shifting from conventional “heat and serve” meals to ¥

meals with farm-fresh ingredients will need new relationships

(with local farmers and suppliers), new equipment (such as

Steps in the Farm-to-Table Supply Chain

tools for washing, cutting, and cooking), new skills (for cooking
and serving fresh food), and new systems (such as food safety

protocols and ordering systems).

Right: Serving line
at the local foods
potluck at CISA’s
Annual Meeting.
Far right: The
Real Pickles pro-
cessing facility in
Greenfield is com-
mitted to sourcing
produce grown
only within the
Northeast region.
Photo: Real
Pickles
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What Do We Need to Scale Up Local Food?

The rising consumer demand for locally grown food has created
a vibrant arena of direct sales, including farmers’ markets, CSA
farms, farm stands, and pick-your-own operations. Massachu-
setts ranks second only to Connecticut in the average value, per
farm, of farm products sold directly to consumers. Nonetheless,
direct sales still account for only 8.6% of farm products sold in
Massachusetts®. Likewise, the majority of food that Americans
eat comes not direct from farmers but from supermarkets
(32%), restaurants (36%), or warehouse or superstores (10%)’.
Appropriate infrastructure allows local farms to compete in

these larger markets.

The infrastructure required for farmers to enter direct markets is
relatively simple—pick-up trucks, farm stand displays, and the
like. In contrast, connecting more local farmers with wholesale
markets—and thus connecting more consumers with fresh local
food—requires new businesses and services, such as aggregation
and distribution, and new facilities for processing local prod-
ucts. Existing infrastructure can be cumbersome for local sales:

local produce destined for Pioneer Valley supermarkets, for

Infrastructure Needs in the Pioneer Valley
* Meat and Poultry Slaughter and Processing Facilities

* Dairy Processing Facilities (milk bottling, production
of dairy products ranging from ice cream to

cottage cheese to hard cheeses)

* Temperature and humidity-controlled storage

facilities (root cellars, refrigeration, freezers)

* Improved or expanded facilities for aggregation, basic

processing, freezing, and co-packing

* Distribution and delivery services serving a variety of

types of markets and farms

* Logistics services that coordinate ordering, delivery,

and invoicing

* Grain processing facilities and equipment

example, must often travel first to a central warehouse out-of-
state. Without appropriate infrastructure, farmers cannot get

their products from their farms to our tables.

Our conversations with growers and buyers reveal real infra-
structure needs. In the box below, we’ve listed some of the
infrastructure facilities and services that would benefit the food
system in the Pioneer Valley. We’ve also learned, however, that
perceptions of what’s needed can depend on where one sits in
the food system. Farmers, for example, often assert that they do
not have adequate options for slaughter and meat processing.
Existing slaughterhouses contend that they need additional year-
round volume to ensure profitability. (Our section on meat
processing explains how they are both right.) Similar differences
of perspective exist related to the need for shared or incubator

kitchen facilities.

As momentum grows around eating local, needs can change
rapidly. Three years ago, farmers’ markets closed up for the sea-
son in October or November; now, year-round and winter mar-
kets are springing up all across the state. The success of winter
markets has led to interest in facilities that could house year-
round markets as well as centers for wholesale distribution and
co-packing. Another example is the growth in grain production,

which means we now have a need for new grain milling facilities.
Who Benefits?

New infrastructure solutions can benefit farmers by opening new
markets, simplifying systems, or providing a higher return on the
products they grow and sell. Infrastructure businesses are not
“one size fits all”: different solutions work for farm businesses of
different sizes or types, and it’s important to create a variety of
solutions. In some cases, larger farms can build on-farm infra-
structure that meets their needs, while smaller farms may need
shared facilities. Our local food system will be more robust if it
includes some redundancy in services, providing choice and flexi-

bility to farms and other customers.

Farmers are not the only ones to gain from infrastructure devel-
opment, however. Agricultural infrastructure businesses bring
important benefits to the community. Processing plants, for
example, contribute to the strength of the local economy by

paying local taxes, hiring local employees, and purchasing local



inputs and services. They may also create new, value-
added markets for farmers and make new local products
available to consumers. New distributors, likewise,
provide a pathway to market for farmers while bringing
products to consumers who were previously underserved

or not served at all.

Currently, only a small fraction of the food we eat is
grown in our region. A recent study estimated that cur-
rent Pioneer Valley production could provide only about
16% of the food we consume here®, while another study
gives a figure of 5.6%° for all of Massachusetts®. In the
long term, increasing this fraction will require significant
shifts in our diets (primarily through reducing meat
consumption) and our production practices. Options for
increasing acreage in food production include returning
some forested land to pasture or orchard production,
shifting land out of tobacco, landscaping crops, and
other non-food crops, and intensive planting on small

plots in urban, suburban, and rural areas.”




In the following sections, we focus on particular infrastructure
areas: meat, poultry, dairy and grain processing, distribution,
storage, and freezing of fruits and vegetables. We include
current options, challenges and opportunities for future

development.

Meat Processing

Mike Austin grew up on the Belchertown dairy farm that his
great-grandparents started in 1889. As a young adult, he was
eager to join the family farm business, but the financials just
didn’t add up. By 2006, the family realized that they could no
longer sustain production costs that outstripped their milk check
every month, and they began to consider other options. Meat
production was a good fit: Mike and his parents knew animals,
and they had grown beef for friends and relatives and knew that
their product was good. The family began the process of con-
verting their operation from milk to meat in 2006, but faced a
significant obstacle in finding options for slaughtering and pro-
cessing their animals into meat cuts and package sizes familiar
to consumers. After some trial and error, the family found two
different slaughterhouses, each at least two and a half hours
away, for their product. “These slaughterhouses give us exactly
what we and our customers want. We can rely on them, and
we’ve built the transportation time into our business,” says Mike

Austin. The Austin family now has a meat CSA, sells at several

farmers’ markets, and provides meat to area restaurants.

frastructure Needs and Opportunities *<«-............

Carolyn and John Wheeler also converted Carolyn’s family dairy,
Wheel-View Farm, to a diverse farm operation, specializing in
beef, but also offering lamb, maple syrup, flowers, and perenni-
als. Since beginning meat sales in 2002, they have built a loyal
customer base for their grass-fed meat. The family business was
threatened, however, when the closest slaughterhouse, Adams
Farm in Athol, Massachusetts, burned down in 2006. For sever-
al years, the Wheelers scrambled to book appointments and
arrange transportation to other, more distant slaughterhouses.
“It was stressful for everyone,” Carolyn remembers, “the family
and the animals.” With CISA’s support, the Wheelers and a
neighboring farm researched the feasibility of starting a new
slaughterhouse themselves. Three factors halted that process:
first, the strong negative reaction of neighbors at the proposed
site; second, the recognition that adding a second business
venture to their existing enterprises did not make sense for their
families; and third, the challenge of financing. When Adams

Farm Slaughterhouse re-opened in 2008, the pressure eased for

the Wheelers. “Adams works for us,” Carolyn reports. “There is
sometimes a bottleneck on the meat cutting side, and | think
that another business, doing cutting only, would be very useful.”
A meat-cutting shop, Carolyn notes, might not meet the same
opposition that the proposed slaughterhouse did, but the

challenges of financing and management remain.

The rebuilding of Adams Farm Slaughterhouse provides an
example of the potential for joint public and private support
for agricultural infrastructure. Finding financing and
rebuilding the slaughterhouse took two years and
required the hard work and determination of the
Adams family, as well as outside support. That
support came from state and federal government
agencies, local communities, and private banks. The
Massachusetts Department of Agricultural Resources,
for example, provided funding for the new slaughter-
house, which now provides a range of slaughter,
meat-cutting, and smoking services to customers from
throughout Massachusetts, southern New Hampshire
and Vermont. In addition, to maintain volume
throughout the year, the slaughterhouse brings in

animals from as far away as Pennsylvania.

Austin Brothers pork sausage for sale at the Northampton
Winter Fare. Photo: CISA (Jason Threlfall)
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Meat cutting and hanging at Adams Farm Slaughterhouse. Photos: Ivy

Ashe for the Vineyard Gazette

The Adams Farm example provides a good illustration of how
completely the system for processing and distributing locally
grown food for local markets has been dismantled, and how
challenging it will be to rebuild. Adams Farm is one of only two
USDA-inspected slaughterhouses in Massachusetts. It has gone
a long way towards relieving the pressure once felt by the
Wheelers and others, but the region still lacks sufficient
slaughter and meat processing options to offer farmers choices
in services, location, and price. Many farmers must still trans-
port animals long distances to slaughter, which increases costs

and can affect meat quality by stressing the animals.

Despite the call from farmers for additional slaughter options,
Adams Farm and some other regional slaughterhouses report
that fluctuating seasonal demand presents significant financial
and management challenges’. New meat processing facilities
face an uphill climb to economic viability, and, by creating
competition, might jeopardize the already slim profit margins of

existing slaughterhouses in the region
Challenges to slaughterhouse survival

CISA’s slaughterhouse study'’®, completed when Adams Farm

was off-line, examined options for building a small-scale
facility—one that could function with a maximum of six full-time
processing employees, processing approximately 1,200 “animal
units”* per year. In the context of the contemporary American
meat packing industry, a small-scale slaughter facility of this size
is an anomaly. The industry is dominated by facilities process-
ing thousands of animals per day from many states. Ownership
is consolidated from stockyards through to branded meat'. In
order to provide the volume of animals needed to achieve the
target price for the mainstream retail market, the industry relies

on industrial feed lots.

The CISA study found the key challenges of successful slaughter-

house development in the Pioneer Valley include:

* Siting - Slaughterhouses have a bad reputation, reinforced by
instances of poor management practices. Even though a small
facility would be much less likely to produce the odor or noise
associated with large meat packing plants, neighbor relations

and waste treatment are complex and important issues.

* Economic Viability - Profit margins are historically low for
meat processing. Large plants counter this problem by investing
in mechanization, which reduces labor costs, but this level of
capital intensity requires an economy of scale that small facilities

cannot afford.

* Seasonal Demand - Demand for slaughter services varies
considerably throughout the year, and this fluctuation is some-

times matched with shifts in the species mix in different seasons.

*“Animal units” are used to compare animals that are unlike in

size, such as beef cows and lambs.
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As a result, farmers become frustrated by scheduling constraints
during the slaughterhouses’ busy season in fall and early winter,
while slaughterhouses face a dramatic decline in demand during

late winter, spring, and summer.

* Labor Availability & Longevity - Small slaughter and meat pro-
cessing facilities rely on skilled manual labor. Qualified people
to fill these positions are often difficult to find and retain.
Good management is also crucial to success, and a small
facility may not be able to offer a sufficient salary to attract

experienced managers and other staff.

* The Regulatory Environment - Federal, state, and local regula-
tions all impact the slaughter and processing options available
to farmers. Confusing and sometimes contradictory statutory
language and differing interpretations and priorities among
agencies with overlapping oversight authority can make
navigation of regulations challenging. Funding for regulatory
enforcement is also an issue, and a shortage of inspectors makes
it unclear whether USDA would be willing to place an inspector

at a small plant that is not slaughtering full time.

Pigs at Brookfield Farm in Amherst. Photo: DigitalVues

Options and Opportunities

As the demand for locally grown meat continues to rise, the
availability of slaughter and processing services may influence
whether or not farmers choose to expand production in order to
meet demand. If production expands, increased volume (and
cash flow) could create an opportunity for new and existing
slaughter or meat processing businesses to provide improved or
expanded services. Options for new facilities include not only a
full USDA-inspected, fixed-site slaughterhouse, but also mobile
units*, meat-cutting and wrapping facilities, and on-farm facili-

ties, particularly for poultry.

Aside from building new facilities, however, other strategies for
improvement are also possible, including improvements to the
regulatory system; technical assistance and financing designed
to improve services at both custom and USDA-inspected slaugh-
terhouses; and training for farmers focused on year-round
finishing of animals in order to alleviate crowded fall slaughter-

house schedules.

Community support will be important to the success
of any new or existing facility, and to efforts to achieve
regulatory change. Greater public awareness that
slaughter and meat processing options are essential to
the long-term viability of local farms could make the
siting of a new facility less controversial. Supportive
local and state agencies are also important. By the
same token, facilities that are responsive to farmers’
needs and allow opportunities for farmer feedback
and involvement will earn a customer base committed

to their success.

*See our sidebar on mobile poultry processing (pg.

10). Another example is the Glynwood Institute’s

mobile slaughter unit in the Hudson Valley. Note,

however, that mobile units for meat (as opposed to
poultry) processing require appropriate docking sites
and fixed facilities for hanging, cutting, and wrapping
the meat. One source for more information is the

National Good Food Network’s webinars on regional

meat processing.
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Mobile Poultry Processing

Lack of slaughter facilities has severely limited production of
poultry for meat in Massachusetts. Governed by a complex
array of federal, state and local regulations, there are very
few of these facilities in Massachusetts and throughout the
region. Until very recently, the only USDA-inspected poultry
plant in New England was a privately owned, in-house plant
that only processed birds grown on-site. Other options
were limited to on-farm and custom processing, which pro-

vide only limited marketing opportunities, or none at all.*

Beginning in 2008, however, a state-approved mobile poul-
try processing unit (MPPU) made on-farm processing and
local, direct marketing of birds possible throughout the
state.** Representing more than 10 years of effort by two
non-profits, as well as state and federal financing, the

MPPU is owned by the New England Small Farm Institute

(NESFI) and operated by NESFI and the New Entry

Sustainable Farming Project. It took several years to gain

approval for the MPPU from multiple state, federal, and
local agencies. (Through “home rule,” Massachusetts
grants an unusual degree of oversight to local Boards of
Health, which adds a layer of complication to mobile facili-
ties, because they must receive approval for siting by multi-
ple local authorities.) Although still considered a pilot proj-
ect, the MPPU was used by three farmers during 2010, its
third year of full operation.*** “We have learned some
important lessons about managing shared infrastructure,”
says Judy Gillan of NESFI. “In 2011, we will focus on much
tighter management oversight, a more centrally located user
group [to reduce transport miles], and a close look at the
economic feasibility of capitalizing and operating MPPUs as

a business enterprise.”

Jennifer Hashley, Director of New Entry, notes that a sec-
ond-generation MPPU began operation in 2011, alleviating
some of the logistical and transportation challenges related
to using one unit across the whole state. She also expects

that some of the businesses that have gotten started by

Marc Cesario of the former Greenhorn Farm in Amherst transferring
birds from the scalder to the plucker on the MPPU. Photo: New
Entry Sustainable Farming Project

using an MPPU will need to consider fixed-location or
on-farm slaughter facilities as they grow. “It would be
wonderful if the MPPU served the needs of start-up and
small-scale businesses, and maturing businesses could move
on to another option. Clear guidance from the regulatory
agencies could help farmers who want to build their own

slaughter facilities,” says Hashley.

*Poultry processed at an approved on-farm plant can be
sold, within the state, to the end consumer, but not to
restaurants and retailers. In custom facilities, birds are
slaughtered for—and must be consumed by—their owner or
his or her family or guests.

**Two additional mobile poultry processing units now oper-
ate in the state, one on Martha’s Vineyard, and a second
generation mobile unit serving the eastern half of the state.
***CISA’s December 2010 online profile™ includes more

information about one poultry grower using the MPPU.


http://www.smallfarm.org/main/special_projects/mobile_poultry_processing_unit
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http://nesfp.nutrition.tufts.edu/index.html
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Dairy Processing

Dairy farmers, sometimes called the “anchor tenants” of New
England farmland, are both important and vulnerable. Dairy
farms are larger, on average, than other farms in our region, and
keep a significant share of farmland in production. In recent
decades the number of dairy farmers in Massachusetts and
throughout the region has shrunk dramatically, in response to
rising input costs like feed and fuel and the unpredictable—and
often very low—price of milk. Between 2003 and 2009, nearly a
quarter of the Commonwealth’s dairy farms ceased production,
bringing the total statewide to 180 and in the Pioneer Valley to
77%.

A recent study'* by American Farmland Trust (AFT), in coopera-
tion with CISA, describes the importance of the dairy industry,
the challenges of achieving profitability on New England dairy
farms, and the potential impact of an investment in infrastruc-
ture for dairy processing. The report details the dairy industry’s
benefits to the region’s economy, its landscape and environment,
and its communities. These include fiscal benefits to local
towns, nutritional and food security benefits to consumers, and
quality of life value to residents of the region. The Pioneer Valley’s
dairy farms produce about 15% of the dairy products consumed
and processed in the three-county region, and importing milk
products from other regions has both economic and environmen-

tal costs, the report notes.

Despite these important benefits, dairy farms in the region are

vulnerable. According to the AFT report,

The future does not look promising for dairy farmers who solely rely on
wholesale milk marketing. Although federal and state leaders have sig-
naled a willingness to consider reforms to dairy policy to improve farm
income and reduce price volatility, the current climate of cost-cutting in
government suggests that this is an uncertain route to financial stability
on dairy farms. Sustained farm profitability for dairy farms in the Valley
seems unlikely unless they can reduce their costs, improve milk prices
through different marketing strategies, or diversify through new sources of

on- or off-farm income.

Dairy farms in the Pioneer Valley are pursuing all of these
options, including retaining a greater share of the consumer milk

dollar through the sale of branded local milk products. It’s more

Warren Facey of Bree-Z-Knoll Farm in Leyden. Photo: CISA

difficult, however, for dairy farms to take advantage of the rising
demand for local food, because most milk products must be
processed before sale to the consumer. Selling a branded local
milk product requires dairy farmers to take one of the following

approaches:

1) Build an on-farm processing plant. Despite the significant
investment required, a number of local dairy farmers have built
their own facilities. Mapleline Farm in Hadley built an on-farm
processing plant that supports their successful local delivery

business. CISA’s profile of Sidehill Farm™ explores the develop-

ment of their on-farm yogurt processing facility. Chase Hill

Farm, Hillman Farm, Robinson Farm, and others have devel-

oped successful lines of cheese that are sold locally and beyond.

2) Sell raw milk directly to consumers. The price of raw milk is
not determined by the federal milk order, and as a result, raw
milk sales provide important additional revenue to a growing
number of farms. However, raw milk must be sold directly from
the farm in Massachusetts, a rule that limits farms from expand-

ing sales into retail outlets.

3) Arrange for milk processing by an existing processing plant.
Processing options are limited and may not suit the needs of the

dairy business for a variety of reasons, including the following:

* Limitations on the volume of milk that can be processed at an

on-farm plant;

11
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Two examples of on-farm
infrastructure created by
farmers to meet the needs of
their expanding businesses.
Right: Ray Robinson holds a
wheel of Hardwick Stone
cheese in the Robinson
Farm’s brine tank aging
room. Photo: Robinson
Farm. Far right: Chocolate
milk being bottled and
capped at Mapleline Farm in
Hadley. Photo: Paul Kokoski

¢ Inadequate bottling options, including both the range of sizes

and types of packaging available;

¢ Lack of existing processing capacity for small batches of
certain products (such as cream, half-and-half, and butter) or

package sizes; and

* Limitations on segregation of milk from specific farms or

regions, precluding source identification of the final product.

Farmers have devised creative solutions to these challenges and
the region benefits from wonderful local cheeses and delicious,
fresh milk and yogurt. Although these successes are important
and worth celebrating, they reveal an important underlying
problem: most local solutions to the problem of increasing
revenue on dairy farms have been improvised on an ad-hoc,
farm-by-farm basis. In addition, such innovations require dairy
farmers to learn an array of new skills in order to run processing
plants, cheese-making facilities, and marketing and distribution
businesses. The next step in creating a vibrant, resilient and
larger regional food system will require a greater diversity of
processing options, such as regional processing plants capable
of small-batch processing for several businesses, shared cheese-

making or aging facilities and incubator facilities with equip-

ment and expertise suited to dairy products. See AFT’s recent
report for an exploration of the potential community-wide

economic benefit of investment in such processing capacity.

A new, shared-use regional dairy processing facility would

share many of the challenges faced by meat processing start-
ups, including financing, economic viability, and cash flow, as
well as the difficulty of finding skilled managers and reliable
labor. Milk production, like meat production, has seasonal
variations in both supply and demand, and milk plants need to
build in a plan for “balancing” milk in order to match market
demand with local production. Doing so means transforming
excess milk into additional products, or transporting and sell-
ing it to other processors in some seasons; and obtaining addi-
tional milk at other times. Trucking of raw milk from the farm
to the processor is an additional cost that may change with a
shift to a new processing plant, particularly if the production
of a branded or source-identified milk product means that the
milk can no longer be transported with milk from neighboring

farms.

Dairy farming and the small-scale production of dairy pro