MARBIDCO Announces 2008 Value Added Producer Grants

MARBIDCO congratulates four Maryland agricultural enterprises on being accepted for funding under the nationwide 2008 Value Added Producer Grant Program offered by USDA Rural Development.  In recognition of this achievement, MARBIDCO is pleased to award each of these rural businesses a matching grant amounting to one-third of the federal grant under the Maryland Value Added Producer Grant Program (MVAPG). The USDA grant awards totaled $445,228 in 2008, and these funds are being matched by $148,409 from MARBIDCO. The MVAPG program is funded from resources provided by the State of Maryland thanks to the strong support of the O’Malley Administration and the Maryland General Assembly.
The Maryland Value Added Producer Grant Program was established to make supporting grants available to those producers pursuing assistance through the U. S. Department of Agriculture’s highly competitive Value Added Producer Grants Program (USDA VAPG). MARBIDCO has made grants available to eligible applicants to provide up to one-third of the matching requirement under the USDA VAPG.  These funds are required to be used for planning or working capital purposes in accordance with USDA regulations which include determining appropriate marketing techniques and creating business plans or paying operating costs before a business has sufficient cash flow from operations.
Eligible applicants are independent producers, agricultural producer groups, farm or ranch cooperatives, or majority-controlled producer-based business ventures (all defined terms under federal regulations). In addition, applicants must be making a product that is “value added” which is a product that has an incremental value realized by the producer as a result of:  1) change in physical state; 2) differentiated production or marketing; 3) product segregation; and 4) economic benefit realized from the production of farm- or ranch-based renewable energy.

Under the USDA VAPG program all applications are screened for eligibility. Once the application has been determined to be eligible each application is competitively rated in a nationwide competition.  The applications are screened for technical feasibility of the value added activity, the overall ability to operate efficiently, improvement to the rural economy, qualifications of personnel performing the proposed task and a demonstrated track record of performing similar activities, and a plan of work that incorporates the appropriate tasks to meet the stated business objective.  MARBIDCO only provides partial matching monetary awards to those applicants that are actually successful in obtaining USDA VAPG funds as part of the nationwide competition.
2008 VALUE ADDED PRODUCER GRANT RECIPIENTS:
Chapel’s Country Creamery, LLC (USDA Grant - $32,500/MARBIDCO Grant - $10,833):  This business, located in Talbot County, produces and markets raw milk artisanal cheese products.  Since the company’s creation in 2005 cheese sales have doubled every year.  Maryland law does not generally allow creameries to process raw milk cheese on the farm, but recognizing the need for alternative enterprises and value-added marketing for farmers, they have been chosen by the State as the pilot project to process raw milk cheese on-site.  Chapel’s plans to use the grant proceeds to conduct a feasibility study for an on-farm processing facility to produce raw milk artisanal cheese, perform a market analysis for the products to be produced in the facility and to develop a business and marketing plan for the venture.  In addition, the owners are planning to visit selected creameries and attend various cheese-making schools and seminars to hone their production and marketing techniques. 
Elk Run Vineyards (USDA Grant - $263,000/MARBIDCO Grant - $87,666):  This vineyard and winery operation grows 24 acres of premium grapes in Frederick County, many with unique flavors.  During the the last 25 years the winery has been the recipient of over 500 national and international awards.  On average, an acre of vineyard grapes will produce between $5,000 and $6,000 in grapes, but up to $50,000 worth of wine.  The grant proceeds will assist this operation with its business expansion planning that include improving on- and off-premise sales, adding four to five employees to its workforce and improving the energy efficiency of the winery and the agricultural sustainability of the vineyard.  
Cascia Vineyards (USDA Grant - $99,856/MARBIDCO Grant - $33,285):  This vineyard and winery located in Queen Anne’s County strives to provide the complete “wine experience” and capitalize on the growing public interest in wineries and agri-tourism.  The grant proceeds will be used to assist Cascia in obtaining Accredited Valuation Analyst (AVA) designation and create quality control standards for grape production and winemaking.  In addition, Cascia plans to staff and train tasting room personnel, staff the winery for cellar operations and vineyard tours, and hire a winemaking consultant.
Diamondback Wine, LLC (USDA Grant - $49,872/MARBIDCO Grant - $16,624):  This business enterprise is a relatively new family-owned vineyard and winery in Cecil County.  Diamondback grows the majority of its grapes on their 44-acre farm where the winery is located, using additional grapes to supplement their wine production.  This business is using their grant proceeds to develop an infrastructure to support sales to customers, improve sales through distinctive branding and packaging, hire a professional winemaker and acquire inventory of winemaking products for the next vintage.
