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Deve lop and tes t  innovat i ve  ways  to  ass is t  beg inn ing  farmers ’  w i th
access  to  land ;
Grow the  number  o f  success fu l  beg inn ing  meat  producers  by  prov id ing
targeted resources  and t ra in ing  ident i f ied  as  key  needs  wh ich  i s  not
current l y  ava i lab le ;
Increase  consumer- to- farmer  bu lk  buy ing  for  max imum prof i t
potent ia l ;  and
Increase  knowledge ,  access  to  resources ,  and asp i ra t ions  to  he lp
beg inn ing  meat  producers  operate  prof i tab ly  for  Cooperat i ve
Extens ion  agents ,  Smal l  Bus iness  Centers  (SBCs )  and other  agr icu l tura l
educators .

Here ’s  what  we set  out  to  do:  

The NC Beg inn ing  Farmer  Pro ject ,  funded by  a  US Department  o f
Agr icu l ture  NIFA  grant  and hosted  at  the  Center  for  Env i ronmenta l
Farming  Sys tems at  NC State  Un ivers i t y ,  a imed to  accompl i sh  the
fo l lowing  ob ject i ves  between 2018-2021:  

PROJECT SUMMARY:  THE ADVICE WE’D GIVE YOU OVER COFFEE



And here ’s  what  we learned whi le  we did  i t :  
An  in te rv i ew  w i th  Lee  Men ius ,  P rogram Coord inator ,  and  Sarah  B lack l in ,  D i rec tor

What would you tel l  a  person about  to  begin a  s imi lar  program,
if  you only  had 15  minutes  for  coffee with them? 
Lee :  Make  sure  you have  ample  funds  for  in f ras t ructure .   Th ink  about
the  b ig  p ic ture  and he lp  w i th  the  market ing  as  we l l  as  the  product ion
and v ice  versa .   

Sarah :  Ha !   Great  quest ion .   Have  a t  least  one  so lar  company  and one
land t rust  par tnered or  invested  in  the  pro ject  on  the  f ront  end .   We
had the  land t rust  par tnersh ip  a t  the  onset  but  i t  took  us  a  year  to
connect  w i th  the  r ight  peop le  w i th in  the  pr i va te  sector  so lar  industry
(a .k .a . ,  peop le  pass ionate  about  work ing  w i th  farmers ,  who cou ld  a lso
act  as  or  ident i f y  key  dec is ion-makers  w i th in  the  industry ,  and who
were  w i l l ing  to  be  t ransparent  about  the i r  budget /needs  to  move a
pro ject  l i ke  th is  forward) .   

Second ,  I  wou ld  say  bu i ld  rea l i s t i c  t ime l ines  for  s taged pro jects  -
three  years  *min imum* for  a  land pa i r  to  complet ion  but  l i ke ly  longer
i f  they  are  work ing  w i th  s i l vopasture .   Last l y ,  in f ras t ructure  costs  are
hands-down the  b iggest  barr ier .   T ry  to  e i ther  s tage  your  pro ject  w i th
NRCS or  C IG ass is tance  funds ,  par tner  w i th  fenc ing  supp l iers  as
sponsors  or  donors  o f  the  pro ject ,  OR work  w i th  fo lks  who have  some
bas ic  in f ras t ructure  a l ready  in  p lace  to  jump-star t  the  pro ject .

What was your  favorite  memory from the project?  What  was the most
rewarding?  
Lee :  I  have  two -  success fu l l y  launch ing  MeatSu i te  in  2020 and rap id ly  exceed ing  the
goa ls  that  we  set ,  and a l l  the  work  we d id  he lp ing  deve lop  too ls  such  as  MeatSu i te ,
Bu lk  Meat  Agreement ,  Teach ing  Too ls ,  Leases ,  and Graz ing  P lans  to  support  beg inn ing
farmers .

Sarah :  The  most  reward ing  th ing  was  see ing  how innovat i ve  farmers  and land
partners  can  be  a t  t roub leshoot ing  and runn ing  a  pro ject  w i th  jus t  a  l i t t le  boost .  I

th ink  o f  key  in f luencers ,  l i ke  Extens ion  agent ,  Br ian  Parr i sh ,  who sent  us  var ious
cand idates  for  s i l vopasture ,  he lped wr i te  compl imentary  equ ipment  grants  to  he lp

the  producers  secure  in f ras t ructure  money ,  and creat ing  a  showcase  s i l vo  s i te  in  h is
county  that  he  w i l l  now use  to  lead  mul t ip le  presentat ions  to  farmers  throughout

the  s ta te .  The  innovat ion  ex is ts  w i th in  the  farmers  and supporters  on  the  ground.
Th is  grant  jus t  gave  them the  nudge and support  to  run  w i th  i t .  I  a l so  have  to  say

that  I  abso lute ly  love  the  team we have  had on board  lead ing  th is  e f for t ,  notab ly  Lee
Menius  and Mat t  LeRoux .   They  have  cont inued to  p ivot  and innovate  throughout

COVID d isrupt ions  to  t ra in  farmers  and meet  the  most  press ing  needs  o f  the  t ime.



Sarah :  I  wou ld  say  t ry ing  to  bu i ld  t rust  w i th in  a  pr i va te  industry  before  we had
deve loped the  “ ins ”  and found the  r ight  mot ivated  in f luencers .  Once  we found the
r ight  par tners ,  every th ing  e lse  jus t  fe l l  in to  p lace .

What ’s  your  favorite  story  or  feedback you received from a farmer in
this  project ,  and why? 
Lee :  Probab ly  the  best  s tory  f rom a  farmer  was  that  th is  pro ject  he lped  jump s tar t  a
t rans i t ion  that  got  her  out  o f  an  abus ive  re la t ionsh ip .  Another  was  that  th is  process
gave  one o f  our  farmers  enough opportun i ty  to  s ign i f i cant l y  increase  h is  farming
operat ion  to  the  po int  where  he  was  ab le  to  s tar t  se l l ing  meat .

Sarah :  For  me ,  I  th ink  i t  wou ld  be  work ing  w i th  Ursu la  and Andrea ,  one  o f  our  land
pa i r ings  that ’ s  featured on our  s i te .  Ursu la  i s  a  ch i ldren ’s  book  wr i ter  and owns  a  l i t t le
swath  o f  p ines  in  Chatham County  -  l and that  has  a  lo t  o f  non-marketab le  scragg ly
p ines ,  resembl ing  a  lo t  o f  land in  the  s ta te .  Andrea  i s  a  veteran  who was  l i v ing  in  VA
look ing  for  land for  her  sheep and goats  to  graze .  

What was your  worst  memory or  experience?  Why? 
Lee :  Th is  i sn ’ t  rea l l y  a  worst  memory ,  but  def in i te l y  a  f rust ra t ing  po int  -  there  was  a
case  where  we put  a  lo t  o f  work  in to  mak ing  a  land pa i r ,  on ly  to  have  the  land-
contro l l ing  par ty  e i ther  drop the  pro ject   a t  the  las t  minute .  I t  was  hard  to  work
near ly  a  year  to  reach  an  agreement  on ly  to  have  the  pro ject  dropped because  one o f
the  key  peop le  in  the  company  le f t  or  changed pos i t ions .  
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Ursu la  put  an  ask  out  on  a  l i s tserv ,
s ta t ing  that  she  wanted to  learn  about
s i l vopasture  but  d idn ’ t  know where  to
star t .   Lee  met  w i th  her ,  brought  other
agents  to  the  land ,  worked on the
t imel ine  and budget  w i th  her ,  and even
of fered to  do  the  c lear ing  h imse l f  when
he cou ldn ’ t  f ind  anyone to  do  the  work .
Andrea  moved to  the  land w i th  her
an imals ,  bu i l t  a  smal l  house  on the
property ,  and i s  now graz ing  the  new
understory .  

She  shares  p ic tures  o f  her  expanding
herd  inc lud ing  her  cat -s i zed  lamb which
she ca l l s  her  “cat  lamb. ”   I  suppose  the
two of  them resonated w i th  me because
Andrea  needed a  break  and an
opportun i ty .  Ursu la  wanted to  he lp  but
d idn ’ t  know how and had no background
in  agr icu l ture .  Th is  pro ject  he lped make
th is  process  manageab le  and doab le .  



We should  have  inc luded much h igher  l ine  i tems for
support ing  farm in f ras t ructure .  Some of  our  pro jects
cost  tens  o f  thousands  o f  do l lars  to  implement ,
espec ia l l y  s i l vopasture ,  so  a  la rger  budget  to  o f fset
landowner  and farmer  costs  would  have  probab ly
resu l ted  in  more  par tnersh ips  than we were  ab le  to
secure .  

S i l vopasture  land pa i r ings  requ i re  long- term
implementat ion  per iods  -  when s tar t ing  f rom scratch ,
i t  can  take  years .  Th is  was  a  cha l lenge  in  a  three-year
grant  cyc le .  
For  shorter  programs ,  be  sure  to  ident i f y  w i l l ing
par tners  before  wr i t ing  a  grant  or  beg inn ing  a
pro ject ,  or  focus  on  non-marg ina l  l and that  doesn ’ t
requ i re  s ign i f i cant  amounts  o f  in f ras t ructure  and
c lear ing .  
For  longer  programs ,  remember  to  bu i ld  in  t ime to
c lear  and th in ,  t ime to  bu i ld  in f ras t ructure ,  and t ime
for  forage  to  become estab l i shed before  graz ing
beg ins .   I f  you  want  to  es tab l i sh  a  s i l vopasture  by
p lant ing  t rees  in to  a  pasture  versus  th inn ing  ex is t ing
stands ,  keep in  mind that  th is  i s  a  long- term pro ject .   
Newly  p lanted t rees  take  an  average  o f  7  years  to
estab l i sh  before  in t roduc ing  graz ing  an imals .   
I f  you ’ re  work ing  w i th  marg ina l  l and that  has
unmarketab le  t imber ,  remember  that  the  th inn ing ,
fenc ing ,  and water  l ine  in f ras t ructure  process  i s
par t i cu lar l y  expens ive  w i thout  t imber  va lue .  Many
farmers  had to  have  some form of  persona l  cap i ta l  to
invest  to  make  that  happen on a  shorter  t ime l ine  on
marg ina l  l and ,  and that  was  par t i cu lar l y  hard  for
beg inn ing  farmers .  

Process  Lesson 1 :  Budgets
Whatever  you think i t  costs ,  double  i t .  

Process  Lesson 2 :  T imel ines
Good s i lvopasture takes  t ime,  so  be sure to  bui ld  i t
in .  

Project  Structure & Processes
Pro jec t s  need  in f ras t ruc ture ,  too :  what  we  l earned
about  the  process  tha t  we  w i shed  we  knew sooner
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In  our  case ,  we  had p lanned ,  worked w i th ,  and
formal l y  wr i t ten  the  Tr iang le  Land Conservancy ,  a
land t rust  in  the  s ta te ,  in to  our  grant  program.
Land t rusts  are  typ ica l l y  NGOs w i th  l im i ted  s ta f f  and
a  lo t  o f  pro jects ,  so  i t  was  important  to  be  ab le  to
get  buy- in  through compensat ion  for  the  s ta f f  t ime
and resources  needed for  a  par tnersh ip  to  work .  
Hav ing  a  land t rust  on  board  w i th  an  a l ready-
ident i f ied  s i te  can  be  a  good s tar t ing  po int ,  as  you
a l ready  have  ha l f  the  f i rs t  equat ion  f igured out .
However ,  keep in  mind that  negot ia t ing  user
agreements  can  take  a  long  t ime.  
Br ing ing  any  par tners  -  pr i va te ,  so lar ,  or  land t rust  -
in to  programs f rom the  beg inn ing  w i l l  not  on ly  make
the  implementat ion  per iod  eas ier ,  but  w i l l  a l so  he lp
of fset  some costs  through in -k ind  matches  or
agreements .  
I t ' s  espec ia l l y  important  to  ident i f y  a  few d i f ferent
so lar  companies  as  par tners  up  f ront .  We d id  have
partners  in  the  so lar  graz ing  communi ty  a t  the
onset  o f  the  grant ,  s ta f f  and contacts  changed and
i t  took  a  long  t ime to  f ind  the  r ight  “ champion”
wi th in  a  so lar  company  -  even to  beg in  prepar ing
farmers  for  the  process  w i th  deta i l s  on  negot ia t ion ,
insurance ,  l i ab i l i t y ,  costs ,  and contract
requ i rements .  

Process  Lesson 4 :  Partnerships
Peop le  make  the  wor ld  go  round .  And  pro jec t s ,  too .   

F ind ing  logg ing  companies  ab le  to  do  smal l - sca le  work ,  espec ia l l y  in
c lear ing  marg ina l  l ands  in  a  spec i f i c  way  w i th  no  lumber  to  se l l  f rom the
process ,  can  be  d i f f i cu l t .  Ident i f y ing  these  contractors  a t  the  beg inn ing ,
and keep ing  a  poo l  to  wh ich  work  can  be  re ferred ,  wou ld  have  saved
months  o f  t ime in  the  process .  Area  Cooperat i ve  Extens ion  Forest ry
agents  are  va luab le  resources  and might  a l so  know of  loca l  contractors .
We would  a lso  recommend ident i f y ing  fenc ing  companies  and other
in f ras t ructure  prov iders  ( for  i tems such as  we l l s  and she l ters )  who might
want  to  sponsor  farmer  demonstrat ions ,  whereby  they  prov ide  in -k ind
fenc ing  in  or  mater ia l s  as  par t  o f  the  workshop.  

Process  Lesson 3 :  Suppl iers
F ind ing  supp l i e r s  a t  the  r igh t  t ime  can  be  a  cha l l enge ;  br ing  them in  up  f ront .  
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Hav ing  an  eva luator  on  s ta f f  to  compi le  resu l ts ,  manage eva luat ions ,  t rack  progress ,
and turn  that  in format ion  in to  e f fec t i ve  reports  rea l l y  he lped us  keep t rack  o f  where
we were  and how people  were  responding ,  espec ia l l y  dur ing  the  changes  due to
Cov id-19 .  
We a lso  bu i l t  in  funds  for  a  land law at torney  who was  wr i t ten  in to  the  grant  to  he lp
gu ide  us  through the  lease  and l iab i l i t y  prob lem-so lv ing  when coming  up w i th  user
agreements ,  espec ia l l y  w i th  land t rusts .  
Hav ing  a  s t rong  network  o f  Cooperat i ve  Extens ion  agents  in  our  s ta te  he lped w i th
outreach to  potent ia l  farmers  as  we l l  as  landowners  -  they  were  our  most  e f fec t i ve
market ing  channe l  to  he lp  get  peop le  s igned up .  
L i vestock  Extens ion  agents  were  par t i cu lar l y  he lp fu l ,  espec ia l l y  because  they  cou ld
serve  as  an  ext ra  pa i r  o f  “eyes  on  the  ground”  for  potent ia l  s i tes  and cou ld  a lso
apply  for  reg iona l  grants  to  he lp  supp lement  our  grant  funds  and prov ide  more
in f ras t ructure  fund ing .  
USDA and NRCS cost -share  programs were  a lso  he lp fu l  to  many  o f  our  farmers ,  and
we bu i l t  those  in to  pro ject  p lans  to  he lp  o f fset  farmer  costs .  
Work ing  w i th  our  s ta te  Extens ion  Forest ry  agent  was  v i ta l  to  the  ent i re  process  -  he
conducted s i te  v i s i t s  and he lped w i th  th inn ing  and p lant ing  s t ra teg ies  on  a lmost
every  locat ion .  
In  add i t ion  to  the  externa l  par tners  we ment ioned in  the  prev ious  sect ion ,  we  found
a champion in  Lex ie  Ha in  a t  the  Amer ican  So lar  Graz ing  Assoc ia t ion ,  and she  was
ab le  to  prov ide  count less  nat iona l  resources  and connect ions  for  us  w i th in  the  so lar
industry .  

Process  Lesson 5 :  Teambui lding
Get  your  in te rna l  t eam r igh t ,  too .  

Remote  events  worked we l l  for  many  aspects  o f  our  t ra in ings ,  outreach ,  and recru i tment  for
the  MeatSu i te  p la t form.  
We d id  more  events  than we would  have  been ab le  to  do  in  person ,  jus t  based on s ta f f
ava i lab i l i t y ,  t rave l  costs ,  and t rave l  t ime.  We d idn ’ t  do  many  v i r tua l  “booths ”  a t  o ther
conferences ,  though ,  so  missed that  in formal  network ing .  
Our  b ig  conference  for  th is  grant  was  ab le  to  take  p lace  in  person in  the  fa l l  o f  2019 ,  and that
may  have  g i ven  us  some momentum dur ing  the  t rans i t ion  to  remote  events .  
R is ing  fami l ia r i t y  w i th  Zoom means  that  we  are  a lso  ab le  to  prov ide  more  o f  our  1 -1  techn ica l
ass is tance  and support  to  farmers  th is  way ,  he lp ing  t roub leshoot  prob lems and address
issues  e f f i c ient l y  over  v ideo ins tead o f  through s i te  v i s i t s .  
In  2021 ,  we  saw less  turnout  for  a l l  remote  workshops  as  peop le  began to  resume in -person
act i v i t ies  in  other  aspects  o f  the i r  l i ves .  
Processors  were  h i t  hard  by  the  pandemic  due to  increased demand,  and th is  impacted
farmers  as  we l l ;  that  aud ience  s t i l l  requ i red  soc ia l l y  d is tanced in -person v i s i t s  and/or  phone
meet ings  to  make  the  ass is tance  usefu l  for  them.  
V i r tua l  butchery  t ra in ing  was  one o f  our  most  popular  o f fer ings  and we ’ l l  l i ke l y  cont inue  to
of fer  them now that  we have  the  format t ing  and support  re f ined .  We were  ab le  to  f i lm
speakers  and demonstrat ions  up  c lose ,  manage quest ions  in  the  chat  based on aud ience
feedback  -  wh ich  d i f ferent ia ted  the  t ra in ing  f rom a  recorded v ideo -  and reach  a  w ider
aud ience .  A t  one  event ,  we  had 300 people  reg is tered !

Process  Lesson 6 :  Going Onl ine
Imp lementa t ion  dur ing  Cov id -19  was  tough ,  but  some th ings  about  remote  l earn ing ,  we ’ l l
keep .  
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Common areas  o f  misunderstand ing  on  both  s ides  inc luded product ion  needs ,
cap i ta l  barr iers ,  so i l  sampl ing ,  graz ing  management  p lans ,  and market ing .  
L iab i l i t y  and payment  ra tes  /  agreement  cond i t ions  were  the  two b iggest  areas
where  we spent  t ime he lp ing  understand the  needs  on  both  s ides  to  bu i ld
success fu l  par tnersh ips .  
Hav ing  a  po int  person or  team member  dr i ve  the  contract  process  i s  key .   A  lo t
o f  t ime was  spent  nudg ing  busy  peop le  f rom a l l  par t ies ,  benchmark ing  the
process ,  and remind ing  them of  the  goa ls .
We have  sample  user  agreements ,  budgets ,  l i ab i l i t y  notes ,  and contracts
ava i lab le  for  your  use  on  our  webs i te  a t  www.nccho ices .com.  

Process  Lesson 7 :  Contracts
These  par tnersh ips  requ i re  educat ion  on  a l l  k inds  o f  new i s sues  -  be  prepared  to
teach ,  he lp  negot ia te ,  and  t ra in .  
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SILVOPASTURE PARTNERSHIPS 
WITH PRIVATE LANDOWNERS

Sarah  &  Lee  on  the  cha l l enges ,  bene f i t s ,  and  th ings  to  keep  in  mind  when  des ign ing  s i l vopas ture
par tnersh ips  be tween  farmers  and  pr i va te  landowners

The b iggest  cha l lenge  i s  the  overa l l  expense  o f  pro jects  ( in f ras t ructure ,  fenc ing ,
c lear ing ,  th inn ing ,  and p lant ing ) .
There  i s  l i ke ly  to  be  a  lack  o f  f inanc ia l  investment  ( f rom both  par t ies ) .
I t  takes  a  long  t ime ,  espec ia l l y  on  marg ina l  l and ,  to  get  the  s i l vopasture  graz ing
proper ly  set  up  -  and even longer  i f  you  need to  p lant  vs .  th in  t ree  s tands .  
The  long  implementat ion  per iod ,  coup led  w i th  h igh  costs ,  means  i t ’ s  d i f f i cu l t  to  see
rap id  return  on  investment  for  e i ther  par ty .

See ing  farmers  learn  and implement  new pract i ces  w i th  a  pos i t i ve  impact  on  an imal
we l fare  i s  good for  both  landowners  and communi ty  members .  
The  landscape i s  o f ten  t rans formed f rom scrabb ly  p ine  or  hardwoods  in to  a  mix ture  o f
pasture ,  t ree  canopy ,  shade ,  and sun ,  and i t ’ s  a t t rac t i ve  to  the  an imals ,  the
landowners ,  and those  dr i v ing  or  wa lk ing  by !  
Good pr i va te  par tnersh ips  can  a lso  serve  as  demonstrat ion  s i tes  to  support
s i l vopasture  educat ion ,  as  one  o f  our  pa i r ings  d id   w i th  Cooperat i ve  Extens ion .  
Hav ing  a  beaut i fu l  s i l vopasture  s i te  that ’ s  open for  tours ,  c lassroom use ,  and s i te
v is i t s  can  a lso  he lp  encourage  others ,  inc lud ing  pr i va te  landowners ,  l and t rusts ,  and
so lar  companies ,  to  o f fer  land to  farmers  for  th is  pract i ce .  

CHALLENGES

BENEFITS



On the dif ference between partnership  success  and fai lure:  

Lee :  Overa l l  investment  and long  implementat ion  per iod .   We had many  landowners
wi l l ing  to  o f fer  up  land for  lease  but  they  d id  not  have  the  funds  or  the  in terest  in
spending  the  funds  to  see  the  s i tes  prepared for  a  farmer  to  use .   The  p laces  where
i t  was  success fu l  were  we l l  funded or  had a  long  t ime or  fami l y  connect ion  to  the
tenant  wh ich  made the  investment  poss ib le .

Sarah :  Most  peop le  rea l l y  want  smal l  ruminants  or  cat t le  to  graze  s i l vopasture .
Farmers  who had pou l t ry  or  pasture- ra ised  p igs  were  def in i te l y  not  a t t rac t i ve  to  the
land owners  we worked w i th  even i f  we  prov ided s t r i c t  graz ing  management  p lans  to
reduce  impact .  There  are  not  near l y  as  many  smal l  ruminant  producers  in  our  s ta te ,
so  those  were  hard  to  f ind  for  s i l vopasture ,  yet  cat t le  requ i red  cost l y  in f ras t ructure .

On something that  would help  overcome obstacles  to  these
partnerships:  

Lee :  Access  to  cost  share  fund ing  through s ta te  and federa l  programs for
s i l vopasture  deve lopment  would  have  he lped the  most !

Sarah :  A  l i s t  o f  goat  producers  or  a  goat  assoc ia t ion  would  have  been he lp fu l .   
 Goats  and the i r  ab i l i t y  to  graze  secondary  growth  that  sheep and cows won ’ t  graze ,
would  have  been a  great  f i t  for  a  lo t  o f  land opportun i t ies  but  we s t rugg led  to  f ind
goat  producers  in  c lose  prox imi ty  to  the  s i tes .  

More lessons learned, budget and lease templates, and information about
these partnerships can be found at

https://cefs.ncsu.edu/resources/negotiating-farm-leases-lease-budgets/.  

https://cefs.ncsu.edu/resources/negotiating-farm-leases-lease-budgets/


PARTNERSHIPS WITH SOLAR COMPANIES

Sarah  &  Lee  on  the  cha l l enges ,  bene f i t s ,  and  th ings  to  keep  in  mind  when  des ign ing  s i l vopas ture
par tnersh ips  be tween  farmers  and  so lar  companies

Work ing  in  the  corporate  s t ructure  o f  companies  was  d i f f i cu l t  for  most  farmers .  
Work ing  under  an  NDA (non-d isc losure  agreement ) ,  wh ich  i s  requ i red  by  most
companies ,  w i l l  mean not  be ing  ab le  to  share  much o f  what  we learned.  
The  d i f f i cu l ty  o f  f ind ing  the  r ight  advocate  for  so lar  graz ing  w i th in  the  company  can
mean s ign i f i cant  de lays  and obstac les .  

Put t ing  land once  used for  on ly  so lar  back  in to  agr icu l tura l  product ion  i s  reward ing .  
So lar  companies  ga in  env i ronmenta l  opt ions  for  landscap ing  & maintenance .  
Farmers  can  create  payment  s t ructures  to  prov ide  these  serv ices .  
I t ’ s  not  jus t  f inanc ia l l y  benef i c ia l  to  both  par t ies ,  but  can  a lso  create  re la t ionsh ips
between farmers  and so lar  companies  that  he lp  loca l  economies  cont inue  to
f lour ish .  

CHALLENGES

BENEFITS

On the dif ference between partnership  success  and fai lure:  

Lee :  Par tnersh ips  fa i led  when we d idn ’ t  have  an  advocate  w i th in  the  company  or  when
there  was  a  lack  o f  w i l l ingness  to  pay  for  the  farmer ’ s  serv ices .  Success fu l  pro jects
requ i red  an  advocate  w i th in  the  company  and a  w i l l ingness  to  adapt  ex is t ing  mowing
contracts  to  create  a  payment  s t ructure  for  the  farmer  prov id ing  s imi lar  serv ices .  

Sarah :  I t  was  d i f f i cu l t  to  f ind  the  r ight  person in  the  r ight  pos i t ion  w i th in  the  pr i va te
sector  so lar  companies  who were  a l lowed to  share  the i r  management  budgets  as  we l l  as
the  #  and locat ion  o f  ava i lab le  s i tes .  We a lso  had a  great  dea l  o f  s i tes  that  were  huge
wi th  expans ive  acreage ,  some wi th  pane ls  too  low to  the  ground to  graze ,  e tc .  wh ich
were  not  conduc ive  to  or  grazab le  for  smal l  producers .  For  many  s i tes ,  the  forage  was
a lso  not  equ iva lent  to  what  a  farmer  would  have  in  an  open pasture ,  so  determin ing  a
budget  based on usab le  forage  took  t ime and had many  var iab les .  



Once we found the  r ight  so lar  par tners  ab le  to  share  in format ion  and f igure
these  deta i l s  out  together ,  a  lo t  o f  p ieces  fe l l  in to  p lace  fa i r l y  qu ick l y .  We
found that  one  a  farmer  was  in  the  sys tem and connected w i th  a  so lar
company ,  i t  was  then eas ier  for  them to  secure  add i t iona l  s i tes .  The  more
s i tes  typ ica l l y  made the  dea l  more  a t t rac t i ve  to  the  farmer .

On something that  would help  overcome obstacles  to  these
partnerships:  

Lee :  We would  have  been ab le  to  f ind  advocates  sooner  had we had a  bet ter
understand ing  f rom the  beg inn ing  o f  the  corporate  s t ructure  and how they
v iew these  so lar  graz ing  serv ices

Sarah :  A  map of  so lar  ins ta l la t ions  across  the  s ta te  and what  companies
managed them,  and an  org  char t  o f  so lar  companies  and contacts  o f  s i te
managers  who were  in terested  in  graz ing  opportun i t ies  would  have  been a
b ig  he lp .  ASGA i s  do ing  some great  work  get t ing  these  sor ts  o f  resources  out
to  the  pub l i c .  

More lessons learned, budget and lease templates, and information about
these partnerships can be found at

https://cefs.ncsu.edu/resources/negotiating-farm-leases-lease-budgets/.  

Land access  through both  so lar  operat ions  and land t rusts  present  un ique
cha l lenges  for  a l l  fa rmers .   
Po l i c ies  that  encourage  so lar  companies  to  deve lop  pro jects  in  a  manner  that
makes  them more  read i l y  access ib le  for  graz ing  cou ld  open up great  swaths  o f  land
for  agr icu l tura l  use .   Po l i c ies  such  as  tax  incent i ves  for  companies  to  inc lude
agr icu l ture  product ion  and the  use  o f  cost  share  incent i ves  to  deve lop  agr icu l tura l
use  o f  these  areas  w i l l  he lp  w i th  the  cha l lenges  o f  get t ing  farmers  onto  so lar  s i tes .  
Agr icu l ture  dec is ion-makers  in  the  same room as  our  energy  dec is ion-makers  w i l l
go  a  long  way  towards  bu i ld ing  these  par tnersh ips  for  long- term success .  So lar
companies  and farmers  can  not  on ly  work  we l l  together ,  they  can  HELP one
another  i f  the  r ight  parameters  are  in  p lace .   
So lar  s i te  acreage ,  tax  s ta tus ,  locat ion ,  and even the  compos i t ion  on  the  pane ls
can make or  break  an  opportun i ty  to  pa i r  that  s i te  w i th  a  farmer  who can  manage
the  s i te  through env i ronmenta l l y  f r iend ly  graz ing  and who needs  more  pasture .   I f
we  br ing  in f luencers  on  both  s ides  in  the  room on the  f ront -end o f  key  po l i cy
dec is ion  mak ing ,  we  can  des ign  energy  expans ion  to  be  a  net  pos i t i ve  for
agr icu l ture  versus  the  percept ion  some have  o f  so lar  tak ing  agr icu l ture  land away
f rom rura l  Amer ica .

MAKING SOLAR GRAZING WORK

https://cefs.ncsu.edu/resources/negotiating-farm-leases-lease-budgets/


As  NGOs ,  many  land t rusts  o f ten  operate  under  group consensus  w i th  lo ts  o f  s ta f f
and leadersh ip  groups  in  d iscuss ion  about  d i rect ion ,  s t ra tegy ,  and execut ion .  
Somet imes  turnover  was  h igh ,  as  i t  i s  in  the  sector ,  and i t  was  hard  to  f ind  a
permanent  po int  o f  contact  for  the  pro ject  for  the  f i rs t  year .  
Most  o f  the  opportun i t ies  we came across  requ i red  s ign i f i cant  in f ras t ructure
investment ,  wh ich  wasn ’ t  someth ing  e i ther  land t rusts  or  farmers  cou ld  fund .  
I t  can  be  d i f f i cu l t  to  reach  agreements  on  lease  negot ia t ions  due to  lega l
constra ints ,  and the  de lay  in  reso lv ing  these  i ssues  can  mean f inanc ia l  d i f f i cu l t ies
for  farmers  fac ing  seasona l  constra ints .  
Land t rusts  are  o f ten  ba lanc ing  vo lunteers ,  donat ions ,  and mul t ip le  other  pro jects .

G iv ing  opportun i t ies  to  farmers  who had no access  to  land i s  incred ib ly  reward ing .  
Be ing  ab le  to  advocate  for  farmers  as  par t  o f  communi ty  spaces  was  a  benef i t  not
jus t  for  the  farmers  but  for  the  people  us ing  these  pub l i c  spaces .  
A l lowing  the  pub l i c  to  see  work ing  farms in  the i r  normal  dest inat ion  for  weekend
walks ,  b ike  r ides ,  and h ikes  increased in terest  in  farming ,  espec ia l l y  s ince  i t
reached communi t ies  that  might  otherwise  never  connect  to  agr icu l ture .  
Work ing  w i th  amaz ing  people  a t  the  land t rusts .  We share  many  goa ls ,  va lues ,  and
pass ions  surrounding  land s tewardsh ip ,  so  hav ing  the  opportun i ty  to  d ive  in to  the
nuances  o f  agr icu l ture  and pub l i c  lands  as  par tners  was  very  reward ing .

CHALLENGES

BENEFITS
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PARTNERSHIPS ON PUBLIC LANDS

Sarah  &  Lee  on  the  cha l l enges ,  bene f i t s ,  and  th ings  to  keep  in  mind  when  des ign ing  par tnersh ips
be tween  farmers  and  land  t rus t s



Land t rusts  p lay  a  v i ta l  ro le  in  protect ing  water  resources  and open
spaces .  Expanding  programs that  he lp  fund the  protect ion  o f  work ing
agr icu l tura l  l ands  can  accompl i sh  those  goa ls  and ensure  the  ava i lab i l i t y
o f  agr icu l tura l  l ands  for  generat ions  to  come.   
Even though land t rusts  may  be  ab le  to  conserve  work ing  lands  through
programs such as  FRLPP ,  for  beg inn ing  farmers  the  in f ras t ructure
investment  to  access  these  lands  can  be  qu i te  a  cha l lenge  that  many  land
trusts  are  unab le  to  ass is t  w i th  due to  the i r  t i ght  budgets .  
Mak ing  cost  share  opportun i t ies  a  pr ior i t y  for  farmers  on  these  lands  can
he lp  deve lop  and mainta in  agr icu l tura l  opportun i t ies  in  these  s i tuat ions .

On the dif ference between partnership  success  and fai lure:  

Lee :  Usua l l y ,  w i th  land t rusts ,  i t  was  down to  conf l i c t ing  in terest  w i th in  the
organ izat ion  or  extens ive  in f ras t ructure  requ i rements .  Most  land t rusts  were
wi l l ing  to  work  w i th  us ,  but  there  were  obstac les  we jus t  weren ’ t  ab le  to
overcome.  

Sarah :  The  land t rusts  we worked w i th  seemed very  in terested  in  work ing
wi th  smal l  ruminants  or  cat t le  but  were  less  inc l ined to  work  w i th  pou l t ry  or
p igs .  Cat t le  takes  more  acreage  and in f ras t ructure  so  ba lanc ing  the  r ight
par tnersh ip  took  t ime.  I t  a l so  he lped to  have  donated fenc ing  and some
inf ras t ructure  on  the  s i te  wh ich  saved a  great  dea l  o f  cost ;  the  land t rust  was
a lso  ab le  to  take  a  farmer  work  t rade  to  o f fset  some costs .  

On something that  would help  overcome obstacles  to  these
partnerships:  

Sarah :  As  these  models  grow,  i t  w i l l  be  he lp fu l  to  compare  our  case  s tud ies
to  other  s ta tes ,  espec ia l l y  when i t  comes to  how other  l i ves tock  producers
negot ia ted  user  agreement  terms .  Whi le  we cou ld  f ind  in format ion  on
incubator  farms and smal ler  p lots  in  other  s ta tes ,  we  would  be  in terested  in
compar ing  our  work  on  deve lop ing  long- term leases  for  la rger  acreage
l i vestock  on  the  nat iona l  leve l .  

MAKING PUBLIC LAND GRAZING WORK

More lessons learned, budget and lease templates, and information about
these partnerships can be found at

https://cefs.ncsu.edu/resources/negotiating-farm-leases-lease-budgets/.  

https://cefs.ncsu.edu/resources/negotiating-farm-leases-lease-budgets/


WHAT WE LEARNED FROM
PARTNERSHIPS THAT
DIDN'T  WORK OUT:
SOLVING FOR PROBLEMS
BEFORE YOU SEE THEM
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This case study on non-viable partnerships and our learnings is available as a standlone document at
www.ncchoices.com/resources.



It takes time to prepare land for silvopasture - thinning, seeding, establishing forage, installing water
lines, and installing fencing can take months depending on the season. Some landowners and
farmers were unable to wait this long for the land to become usable for silvopasture.  
The infrastructure expenses can be a financial burden on the farmer and the landowner. 
Landowners tended to want small ruminants or cattle and were less willing to accept poultry or
pasture-raised pigs even with a strict grazing management plan to reduce environmental impact. 
Some land could have been used easily for goats, because of their ability to graze secondary growth,
but it was difficult to find goat producers in close proximity to our available sites. And, while goats
don’t require as much infrastructure as cattle, for example, the solid fencing requirements do add
considerably to the cost of implementation. Goats also tend to be complementary species used on
farms for other purposes, such as clearing areas for cattle or sheep. 

Silvopasture helps farmers learn and implement a new practice, one that has a positive impact on
animal welfare. 
Successful pairings usually had some kind of connection, whether as family members or preexisting
partnerships, that helped them weather the length and cost of the match. 
Access to cost-share funding, county grant programs, or other sources of funding to complement our
small grant funds for land would have helped more pairings come to fruition. 
When the partnerships work, they really work: one of our paired farmers is now using his site as a
demonstration and classroom setting through Extension to share their practices with other farmers
in his region. 

TOP CHALLENGES
for non-viable partnerships between private landowners and farmers

WHAT WE LEARNED FROM SUCCESSFUL PAIRINGS
for partnerships between private landowners and farmers
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About the 

PROJECT
This project is supported by the Beginning
Farmer and Rancher Development Program
competitive grant no. 2018-70017-28550 of the
USDA National Institute of Food and Agriculture.

LESSONS LEARNED FROM PRIVATE SILVOPASTURE PAIRINGS

Silvopasture, if done properly, is just plain beautiful. It’s incredibly satisfying to see a landscape transformed from scraggly pine or
marketable timber or hardwoods into a mixture of pasture, tree canopy, shade, and sun. I liken it to a picture of a forest out of an old

fairy tale and it really does make you turn your head. It is incredibly satisfying to see the land transform in this work, and to see the
pride the farmers and landowners have in showing off their accomplishment and the natural beauty in it. Add to that, animals grazing

where you get to see cattle utilizing the benefits of the shade from the canopy, the new forage, and it’s just a very rewarding sight.  
- Sarah Blacklin, Project Director



Finding the right contacts within a solar company was the single biggest challenge we faced. Internal
champions can be difficult to find, but once you do, they can help with the other hurdles that will arise
with solar sites. 
Our state didn’t have a map of solar sites in the state or a collection of private companies, although
there was a solar energy association. It took some trial and error and additional research before we
could identify the right solar managers in companies that were open to shared silvopasture. 
Working under an NDA (non-disclosure agreement) is challenging for a number of reasons, primarily
that there are things we can’t share from those partnerships to help others interested in this work. 
Transparency was also an issue in setting up partnerships, as solar companies are often unwilling to
share their costs for managing different sites or where they had available sites. This led to challenges in
identifying partnerships that would make economic sense for both the solar company and the farmer. 
Finding grazeable sites was more of a challenge than we had anticipated, as some sites had installations
too low for forage and others had varying levels of forage available. It was challenging to create forage
budgets from these sites as they were all different and contained different challenges for the farmer. 
Corporate structures take longer to operate within, including involving legal teams and higher insurance
liability requirements; this can often result in a longer delay in getting animals out for grazing. 
Most solar companies required either a higher insurance coverage policy or some adjustment for risk
and liability on the part of the farmer. This often included guidelines directed more at construction and
equipment vendors, which grazing can fall under for solar companies, and sometimes these policies
aren’t available to farmers. Insurance requirements often required some negotiation between the
farmer and the site. 

It takes a long time, but eventually large swathes of land can be put back into agricultural production,
and become more environmentally friendly. 
Financial benefits occur for both parties in most cases - the farmer and the solar company - in addition
to the environmental benefits. 
New partnerships form when one successful pairing takes off - and this can have longer-term impacts
on the local farming community and on the solar companies’ many sites throughout a state. 
Similarly, once a farmer has successfully negotiated the first contract, many more sites become
available, and as they’re already in the system with proven results, the negotiation process gets easier
from there. 
If we were to begin the grant process all over again, we would write in a designated solar partner from
the beginning, just as we did with the land trust, to ensure we had an ‘in’ within the industry and a site
pairing to use as an example for other solar companies. 

TOP CHALLENGES
for non-viable partnerships between solar companies and farmers

WHAT WE LEARNED FROM SUCCESSFUL PAIRINGS
for partnerships between private landowners and farmers
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LESSONS LEARNED FROM SOLAR COMPANY PAIRINGS

One of our solar reps shared a video from a site he managed with a farmer - and the video was him giggling as the farmers’ flock
surrounded him time and again when he got out of his truck to check the solar panels. It’s the connections between the agricultural

community and the solar companies enjoying the win:win and really working in partnership that is the most rewarding!
- Sarah Blacklin, Project Director



Our grant process explicitly set out to determine user agreement requirements and liability and
lease decision frameworks - we had both a land trust and a land law attorney written in to our team.
Without this, it would have taken much longer to navigate an already-lengthy process of meeting
legal and liability requirements. 
Land trusts represent a range of interests - conservation, environmental protection, watershed
restoration, and public use of green space - and this consensus approach can make it difficult to
come to an agreement about the best way to utilize lands for agriculture. 
Most land trusts are still operating on a preservation and green space basis as their primary goals, so
access to working agricultural land is limited and sometimes has to be carved out before the grazing
partnership can begin. 
Because of this, many land trust sites would require extensive infrastructure investment in shade,
water access, fencing, thinning and seeding, which was both a barrier to the beginning farmer and to
the land trust, which operates on a nonprofit basis. 
Like most nonprofits, staff turnover can be high at land trusts, and because the process isn’t a short
one, often our designated point of contact would change midway through a negotiation process. 
Also like other nonprofit sectors, land trusts are typically operating on a grant-funded basis and
doing fundraising while also negotiating with landowners and working to secure land, which can
mean that staff have little time to dedicate to partnership needs like this one. 
Land trusts without a dedicated farm manager will be harder to navigate, as there are many people
involved in the decision-making process, from leadership to site managers to attorneys. 
Similar to solar companies and private landowners, it would have been easier to place goats (which
our state doesn’t have a large production base of) on most land trust sites. There was more
hesitation about poultry and pigs. Cattle were also prioritized, but require more acreage and
infrastructure. The partnership pairing between the farmer, their seasonality dependence, their
financial resources, their grazing species, and the availability of land and infrastructure from the land
trust were particularly important. 

TOP CHALLENGES
for non-viable partnerships between land trusts and farmers

PAGE |  05

About our 

TEAM
Sarah Blacklin, Project Director
sarah@ncchoices.com
--
Lee Menius, Program Coordinator
lamenius@ncsu.edu

LESSONS LEARNED FROM LAND TRUST SILVOPASTURE PAIRINGS



When they’re successful, it’s a great driver of community engagement with agriculture when they can
see the farmer pairings on their weekend walks, bike rides, and hikes, or attend events that
showcase the agricultural component of the public lands they’re visiting. 
Most of our land trust work was with beginning farmers, and seeing these proposals succeed in spite
of challenges gave confidence to the farmer (and to us!) that this type of land pairing could open up
new opportunities for farmers who were just starting out. 
Because a land trust and attorney were written in from the beginning, we had some resources to
work with and were invested in making the project work together. 
Land trusts, as nonprofits, have the ability to have donated infrastructure as well as more flexible
user agreements than private companies or governments would. In our case, we had some fencing
and infrastructure donated or repurposed as well as the ability to include work trade and a farmer’s
connection to an equipment company in the user agreement. 
In the case of liability, there were some “ah ha” moments especially when working with solar and
public lands. For example, volunteers and obviously the public are regular visitors on a public land
trust. However, for a farmer solely using the land for his/her farm operation, that segment is *not*
open to the public. At first, we assumed the standard agritourism signage that spells out “at your
own risk” language posted along the fence would suffice. However, it was later determined that the
general agritourism signage might actually be misinterpreted as an invitation to enter into the farm
gate “at your own risk.” As such, additional no trespassing signage and language was posted in
multiple spots on the farm gate. 

WHAT WE LEARNED FROM SUCCESSFUL PAIRINGS
for partnerships between land trusts and farmers
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LESSONS LEARNED FROM LAND TRUST SILVOPASTURE PAIRINGS

Most  land  t rus t s  seem to  be  se t  up  for  preserva t ion  and  green  space  -  so  the  oppor tun i t i e s  fo r
access  to  work ing  agr i cu l tura l  land  i s  l im i t ed .  However ,  even  though  i t  took  longer  to  f ind  the  r igh t

pa i r ing  and  secure  the  needed  in f ras t ruc ture ,  g i v ing  oppor tun i t i e s  to  beg inn ing  farmers  and
success fu l l y  advocat ing  on  the i r  beha l f  was  reward ing ,  e spec ia l l y  see ing  them on-s i t e  in  p laces

where  the  pub l i c  cou ld  see  them,  too .  
-  Lee  Men ius ,  P rogram Coord inator



You might do this through partnering with fencing companies as sponsors, identifying people who have
basic infrastructure in place from the beginning, working with your state’s conservation agency assistance
funds and agricultural funds, or identifying other partners who can help offset infrastructure costs. 

Beginning farmers, by nature, will need help with marketing as well as production, and vice versa. But
they’ll also need support with legal, liability, and contract negotiation processes. Similarly, for solar
companies, land trusts, and landowners, there will be a learning curve for all partners in how this works,
what works for them, and what works for the farmer. 

This is especially important for solar companies and land trusts, and can drastically reduce the time it takes
to identify sites and negotiate contracts. Similarly, work with a land law attorney from the outset. 
For land trusts: our work would not have succeeded without the land trust being written in as an in-kind
partner from the beginning, with land set aside to work with. This helped during a lengthy negotiation
process of determining what the best balance was between agricultural use and environmental
conservation and drafting that into a legal agreement that met the needs of all parties. 
For solar companies: We spent almost a year trying to find the right private-sector partners for the project -
and were only eventually successful because we found a great connector in the solar industry who could
make personal introductions to the right people in the right places. During the first year, we felt we wasted
a lot of our time signing NDAs with companies who would still not disclose operations and management
mowing costs, which made it difficult to determine a budget and a successful partnership model. 

Although we anticipated a year, in most cases our successful pairings took between 2-3 years to
successfully to reach completion. This is because of both the negotiation process and because of the
environmental and seasonal needs of silvopasture. 
Even when you have farmer candidates who are ready to begin grazing immediately, the timeframe for
silvopasture implementation is long - it can take up to a year before a system is ready to graze, and even
workarounds such as planting trees in pasture requires a long wait period while trees are established. 

A lot of marginal land in North Carolina has scraggly, not marketable timber, so the thinning, fencing, and
water line process is particularly expensive for those who can’t recap timber value. Similarly, farmers don’t
often have the personal capital to invest to get the infrastructure in place on a shorter timeline. 

In addition to having a land law attorney on staff as a professional resource, there are many other
contractors it was difficult to find and secure, especially for small scale work such as thinning trees or
installing fencing. Identifying contractors for that kind of work upfront would significantly reduce the
timeframe needed to prepare a site for grazing. 

MAKE SURE YOU HAVE AMPLE FUNDS FOR INFRASTRUCTURE. 

THINK ABOUT THE BIG PICTURE BY INVESTING ENOUGH TIME IN EDUCATION.

SECURE INVESTED PARTNERS FROM THE BEGINNING.

BUILD REALISTIC TIMELINES FOR PROJECTS. 

BE HONEST ABOUT YOUR LAND OPTIONS AND ACCOUNT FOR INVESTMENTS IN IMPROVEMENTS. 

IDENTIFY THE RIGHT SUPPORT STRUCTURES IN YOUR REGION, ESPECIALLY FOR SMALL SCALE WORK. 
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OUR RECOMMENDATIONS FOR OTHER PROGRAMS



HELPFUL USER AGREEMENT EXAMPLES FOR FARMERS AND LAND TRUSTS

In the case of a lease agreement for a farmer grazing public land, we began the partnership with
a one year user-agreement trial set price per acre of $500/yr with the option to pay that off with
volunteer time to improve things like fencing and infrastructure. As we expanded acreage in
developing a longer-term user agreement, we worked with both parties who decided to alter the
agreement. 
Since livestock producers are more dependent on larger acreage than veggie or small incubator
farms (where the $500/year usage fee works since they will not likely be expanding or changing
acreage in their business), they set a value to # of acres and that price was adjusted at or below
the USDA market value per acre where the user farmer has *sole* access. Price per acre could
vary depending on the condition the acreage is in. For example, if the land has water, power,
fencing then the rate might be higher such as $30-$40/acre and if it's in poorer shape with no
infrastructure or secondary growth, then it might be more like $10/acre or something like that.
Trusts can also charge for “flash” grazing acreage, where the farmer does not have sole access to
the land but where their animals can provide a temporary, seasonal, or flash grazing service to
various public tracts. For temporary flash grazing, the price would be a much lower price like say
$15/acre.
We also discussed a plan for the farmer to work off debt written into their user agreement. For
example, if a farmer invests $10k into site improvements in one year, discuss how that
investment can get carried forward, such as capturing up to $1k/yr to be applied to rent for the
life of lease, etc. These are the types of nuances that only come up through trial and error when
working with two businesses and trying to satisfy each of their business needs.

Beginning Farmer Project
MeatSuite
Guides, template leases, budgets, and
agreements, and teaching tools for
silvopasture pairings are also available on
our website at https://cefs.ncsu.edu/food-
system-initiatives/nc-choices/resources/. 

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES
SAMPLES FOR LAND TRUST AGREEMENTS

OTHER HELPFUL RESOURCES

https://cefs.ncsu.edu/food-system-initiatives/nc-choices/ncc-beginning-farmer-project/
https://cefs.ncsu.edu/food-system-initiatives/nc-choices/meatsuite/
https://cefs.ncsu.edu/food-system-initiatives/nc-choices/resources/

