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Independent Farm Program
Program Overview
The Independent Farm Program provides experienced growers with 3 year leases to farmland, irrigation, and shared infrastructure. It is designed for farmers who are ready to manage their farm business and production independently but still need secure land access near the Twin Cities.	Comment by Pearce Jensen: need to clarify what lease length we have with manitou
	Comment by Emmalyn Kayser: add- with access to farmland, irrigation..... 
The Independent Farm program is different from the Incubator Program. It is not a training program and does not include routine one-to-one production support, shared hand tools, or access to shared equipment such as tractors, BCS, or mowers. Farmers make their own production and business decisions and are responsible for managing their own equipment work, supplies, markets, and outside technical assistance needed to operate their farms. Independent farm land is currently available in 3 locations: urban farm in New Hope, MN; Agrisolar farm in Big Lake, MN; and Big River Farms in Marine on St. Croix, MN.
Who Can Participate?
Applicants must demonstrate that they have the knowledge, time, and skills to operate their farm independently. To demonstrate this, applicants can enroll in the Incubator program for a minimum of two seasons or they must have a recommendation from a local agricultural organization or previous landlord. Acceptance depends on land availability and the grower’s application. 	Comment by Pearce Jensen: Add some language around still need to work in community with other participants

Participant Responsibilities and Expectations:
Manage all parts of crop planning, soil fertility, field preparation, irrigation, weed management, pest and disease management, harvest, food safety, and sales.
Use the independent farm site as the growers only production location, growers are not allowed to farm at multiple locations
Provide and maintain their own hand tools, equipment, harvest supplies, and irrigation supplies 
Submit a business plan (using Big River Farms business plan template)	Comment by Emmalyn Kayser: Do we already have this created?? 	Comment by KaZoua Berry: Yes we have one but my question is will we accept other forms of Business Plan templates?	Comment by Pearce Jensen: Annual updates could be included in an “annual report” at the end of the year, include this detail in lease agreement, we should have template for this
 	Comment by Pearce Jensen: In this document add language about submitting an annual report at the end of each season
Submit an end of year report
Follow all organic growing standards and submit records as requested	Comment by Pearce Jensen: edits	Comment by Pearce Jensen: Random audits of organic growing standards/record inspections
	Comment by Pearce Jensen: Could add language in lease agreement that landlord has access to land as needed for inspection without prescheduling
Purchase farm liability and product liability insurance
Attend required orientations such as farm safety and food safety meetings.	Comment by Pearce Jensen: Specify that farms have to follow FSMA, federal & State regulations in terms of food safety	Comment by Pearce Jensen: Individuals are expected to get their own licenses and certifications for their business	Comment by Pearce Jensen: Potentially not this?
Follow all state and federal laws related to food safety and handling
Communicate and collaborate with staff and other participants
Business Planning Requirements	Comment by Pearce Jensen: Katie would have time to help create this template, should share this and then review at and Ed meeting
Each applicant must submit a Farm Business Plan using the Big River Farms Business Plan template. This template will walk you through each step of the business plan process. This will require a significant amount of time and effort if you have never written a formal business plan for your farm before. The plan will be reviewed before land is assigned and updated each year. This business plan will include:	Comment by Pearce Jensen: Do we mention that if a individual needs support on this TFG can pay Katie to help them, or do we say we can connect the grower with Katie but they would be responsbile for paying her for her time?	Comment by Emmalyn Kayser: I think we say that we can connect the individual with Technical Assistance support. 
Maybe we cover up to a certain dollar amount like a consulting fee, then the farmer pays for any time beyond that? 
Annual Farm goals
Business structure, operations, and logistics
Reflection on your farming skills and where improvements are needed
Detailed review of records related to production, sales, finances
Farm operation plan, marketing/sales plan, and financial plan
What Land and Infrastructure Are Available?
Land and infrastructure access varies between our three locations. Please read the below details carefully and follow up with staff if you would like more information about a specific location.
Land: Growers can apply for 0.25 to 5 acres of land. Land at two of our locations is protected by a deer fence. There is no deer fence at our urban farm location. Roadways are mowed on a regular basis. Land assignments are reviewed annually, and growers can request to increase or decrease their land rental. Growers may be required to decrease their total plot size from one season to the next if they are not able to effectively manage their plot for weeds, pests, and disease. 	Comment by Pearce Jensen: Does this feel like to much? current max is 2 acres in incubator. Ideally we have about 10-12 acres reserved for incubators, 10-12 acres for independent farms, 8-10 acres managed by BRF, we have about 33 acres total	Comment by Martin Wise: What about adding in something along the lines of farmers cannot rent more than (1?) (1.5?) acres more than what they have already demonstrated they are able to manage in previous years. 	Comment by Emmalyn Kayser: I think it is a good idea to cap it at 3 acres 
Irrigation: Field irrigation is generally available from May 15 to October 15 each season. Growers provide and maintain their own hoses, headers, drip tape, sprinklers, timers, and other irrigation supplies. Water connections may be shared, and schedules may be required during drought or periods of low pressure.
Wash and Pack Area: Access to a wash and pack area is included, but access may be limited at certain times of the week. A pack shed schedule may be used depending on the season. Growers provide their own harvest and packing supplies and must follow all cleaning, scheduling, and food safety rules. 
Walk-in Cooler: A limited amount of cooler space is available at two of our locations; no cooler space is available at the urban farm location. Growers can generally choose to rent full or half pallets. Space for extra produce may be available for short amounts of time during the main growing season.
Greenhouse: Greenhouse space is only available to growers at the Big River farm location. Heated greenhouse space is optional and rented separately. Greenhouses are open from March 1st to October 31st. Greenhouse tables can fit approximately 10-12 trays each. Tables are $100 per season. If you would like staff to help with hand watering your trays an additional fee of $80 per table is required. Growers do not have access to Big River germination chambers. Automatic sprinklers are available in greenhouse areas starting May 1st. Growers are responsible for their own greenhouse supplies and for monitoring their plants for water needs.	Comment by Pearce Jensen: $100 per table, $50 per table for hand watering, pearce do math to get market rate is closer to $18-20 per tray is normal greenhouses	Comment by Pearce Jensen: Thoughts?	Comment by Martin Wise: Until there is another germ chamber available, it seems like this is necessary. Perhaps creating an additional germ chamber would be a goal of future years. 	Comment by Emmalyn Kayser: I agree that the germination chamber space we have currently could not accommodate new farmers. I am worried about fitting everyone in the greenhouses depending on how many incubators we have enrolled. 
Greenhouses, germination chambers, unfortunately in the North these become necessary infrastructure to farmers. Independent farmers would maybe need to think of those investments or leasing somewhere else or contract someone else to grow early starts? 
Storage and Personal Equipment: On-site storage is limited and requires staff approval. Growers are allowed to build small storage shed in their field with prior approval. Security Deposits are required for tractors, vehicles, sheds, hoop houses, or other equipment stored at Big River Farms. Big River Farms is not responsible for loss or damage to farmer-owned property.	Comment by Pearce Jensen: Do we allow storage in barn, or do these people need to get their own in field shed?
Tools and Equipment: Independent growers are expected to use their own hand tools and equipment. Food Group tools and machinery are not included in this program.
What Support Is Included?
Food Group staff will provide general management of land and shared infrastructure; train growers on farm safety, food safety, and organic growing standards; and hold an annual planning and review meeting with each farm team. Staff may provide limited support related to farm system management and will connect growers to extension services, farm organizations, equipment repair providers, and other outside resources. Routine crop troubleshooting, business coaching, and in-field technical assistance from staff will not be available.
Rental Length and Transition
The program will provide 3 year land leases. Leases may be renewed after the initial time period. Participation is reviewed each year based on land availability, payment status, and progress toward the farmer's goals. Leases can be terminated at any time if rental agreement requirements are not met.	Comment by Pearce Jensen: Confirm manitou lease lenght
When a grower purchases land or signs another land rental agreement, Big River Farms may allow a grower one season to transition to their new site. During that transition season, Big River Farms must remain the grower’s only active production location unless staff approve a different written plan. Greenhouse-only access during a transition may be considered separately when space is available.

Costs for the Independent farm program 
*The below fees are for the Big River farm and Microfarm locations. At our Agrisolar farm there is no land rental fee and the program and cooler fees will be 50% of the below price for the 2027 season (they  will increase to the below rates for the 2028 season).	Comment by Pearce Jensen: needs work on wording and fees explanation
	Fee
	Draft Structure

	Land Fee
	2027 season=$400 per acre (50% reduced rate for this year only), 2028 season=$800 per acre

	Program Fee
	$600 per season

	Greenhouse Add-On
	$100 per table, Optional $80 staff hand watering fee per table	Comment by Emmalyn Kayser: Would this be a one time fee for per month? 	Comment by Pearce Jensen: One time fee is what I was thinking at beginning of season

	Cooler Add-On
	$ 1200 per full pallet per year, option to rent a full or half pallet

	Liability Insurance
	Purchased by the grower through independent insurance company; cost depends on the farm and insurer. Average cost is $600-$800 per year.


How Do I Apply?
Contact Big River Farms at bigriverfarms@thefoodgroupmn.org or 651-529-1409 or fill out our application online.
Submit the Independent Farm application by November.15th.
Meet with Big River Farms staff to continue the application and interview process to determine if you are a good fit for our independent farm program.
Application deadline: November 15th   
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