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Letcher County
Comprehensive Plan
Update
County Agricultural Development Councils have the responsibility to evaluate the needs of the local
agricultural economy. The updated County Comprehensive Plan should identify programs and projects
best suited for agricultural development fund investments in the County.
The Governor’s Office of Agricultural Policy staff may provide guidance to county councils throughout
this evaluation.
1. Overview of County

Letcher County, located on the rugged eastern border of Kentucky, is primarily a
mountainous region that utilizes many natural resources for economic and financial
substance and security. The county is 337.91 square miles. Agriculture became a
lower priority for Letcher County citizens, compared to coal mining and timber
harvesting, starting in the early 1900's. Only since the 2008 economic recession and
collapsed coal industry have many seriously looked to agriculture for alternative
income.
In Letcher County, the number of farms had declined steadily from a high of 2,625
farms in 1944 to 31 farms in 1997. A rebound occurred at the beginning of the
millennium such that in 2007, there were 66 farms. As of 2012, there were 54. The
acres of land utilized in farming have decreased from 3,617 acres in 2007 to 2,876 in
2012, though observations since 2012 suggest a significant increase in farmed
acreages. Today, we primarily see farming in the areas of horticulture, pasture and
livestock production. The market value of agricultural products sold as reported by
the US Census of Agriculture in 2012 was $133,000; up from $110,000 in 1997. Crop
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New & emerging agricultural production

Recent developments have tended towards shiitake mushrooms, blueberries
(preferrring acidic sites typical on strip mined lands), raspberries, maple
syrup, trout/aquaculture and pay lakes, hair sheep, fruit-flavored moonshines,
novel jellies, and goat's milk. Interest is also growing in cut flowers (lavender,
etc.) and plants that are suitable for growth on strip-mined lands.
Tobacco dependency

NA, there are no longer any tobacco farmers in the county.

b. Demographic Data
Social data

As of the census of 2014, there are an estimated 23,359 residents, with 9,366
households. . The racial makeup of the county was 98.6% White, 0.5% Black
or African American, 0.2% Native American, 0.2% Asian, 0.0% Pacific
Islander, 0.03% from other races, and 0.6% from two or more races. 0.7% of
the population were Hispanic or Latino of any race.
The average household size was 2.56. The population per square mile is
72.6
Economic data

The median income for a household in the county was $31,200, and the per
capita income was $17,886. About 27.10% of the population were below the
poverty line.

2. Assessments of the County
a. Strengths

Letcher County has multiple strengths that provide us opportunities to grow in
agricultural production and marketing. The diversity of the terrain within the
county (including higher elevation lands suitable to elevation-specific plants)
provides many possibilities for alternative crops and agricultural endeavors. With
the bulk of the land within the county covered in timber, the potential for lumber
production and utilization of forest products on the local level
exists. Due to the removal of natural resources such as coal and lumber within
the county, individual landowners could explore the possibilities of enhancing
grazing operations upon reclaimed stripmines and cleared hillsides due to
clearcutting. The culture of the county is one of gleaning multiple food stuffs from
the land, almost a hunter-gatherer type habit. This means that people have a
strong appreciation for working the land, even if in somewhat small acreage
specialty crops.
The county has multiple agricultural oriented agencies. Farmers can utilize the

b. Weaknesses

Within the county there presently exists a lack of a comprehensive marketing
plan for producers of their inventory outside the immediate region. Producers
tend to market only to neighbors, family and friends, with little thought given to
exportation of surplus crops (excepting crops like ginseng).
The county has a limited land base suitable for traditional farmland operations
like row crop production. This is mostly due to steep hillsides and narrow
valleys. Very little land acreage is defined as prime agricultural lands. The high
erodibility of the soil base provides many obstacles for farmers of most row-crop
operations using traditional methods of farming. This forces producers towards
high-value, low acreage crops, or perennial production that does not require
arable land and/or livestock grazing. Distance from traditional ag-focused
c. Opportunities
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agricultural farming operations. With the development of a vibrant Farmers
Market and a developing commercial-level certified kitchen, farmers can see the
monetary potential for innovative enterprises and investments. Opportunities now
exist for agricultural enterprises on land that is presently underused or out of
production. In the areas of alternative crops, (mushrooms, herbs, blackberries,
blueberries, etc.), beekeeping (honey), other horticultural crops, and livestock
production, (goats, beef, etc.), more marketing alliances will allow producers to
gain market power. Presently, there are no processing facilities for livestock
within the county. The nearest processing facility is 1.5 hours away. Local
utilization of our growing livestock population to address the local consumer’s
d. Challenges
needs is very limited. Distance from urban centers (and the resulting regulation)
and vast acreages of land open for utilization are assets.
A challenge to the county's agricultural development is the outward migration of
potential younger farmers from the county due to limited employment
opportunities. This outward migration of the younger population hinders the
potential for new investment revenue into agribusiness.

The possibilities for run-off to contaminate water supplies exist due to the steep
topography. This is offset when production occurs on level or gently sloping river
bottoms or strip-mined locales. Other normal farming practices such as tillage,
waste management, and chemical control of weeds, insects, and diseases could
be limited because of the terrain itself. This is again site-specific. Not all
operations would have such constraints.

3. County Council Objectives

a. Mission/Vision Statement

The mission statement for the Letcher County Agriculture Development Council
is: “The Letcher County Agricultural Development Council, working on behalf of
the citizens, is dedicated to the advancement of agriculture as a viable economic
resource and seeks to promote and encourage the innovative
advancement of projects or programs that will expand the agricultural base of
the
county and region. We seek to foster an atmosphere of cooperation and provide
support to local and regional landowners and farmers that will promote greater
stewardship of the land and the other natural resources of the region.”
The goals and objectives of the Letcher County Agricultural Council will be to

b. Short term goals

The Council has selected the following short-term priorities in agriculture
enhancement and expansion for Letcher County:
1. Horticulture/crop production and marketing (Farmer's Market, etc.)
2. Timberlands utilization (timber and non-timber products)
3. Enhance livestock production and haylands improvement
4. Alternative agriculture (exp. beekeeping, aquaculture, etc.)
These four areas have the greatest potential for innovative start-up projects that
would demonstrate to the citizens the potential for agricultural expansion in
Letcher County. The Council will support projects that will assist
farmers/producers with agricultural enhancement and development. We will
c. Long term goals
accept project plan proposals that will show evidence of potential economic
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and rewards
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projects that will open opportunities to the citizens of Letcher County and eastern
Kentucky.
1.
Develop the infrastructure of economic viability for farmers and producers.
2. Increase alternative agriculture opportunities for farmers.
3. Develop self-sustaining agricultural operations by providing a referral system
for farmers and producers in the areas of technical assistance, cost share or
equipment loans, funding sources and assistance. Through the
expansion of alternative crops, silviculture and the diversification of crops and
livestock, we hope to foster opportunities for agriculture in eastern Kentucky. We
believe that the establishment of pioneering projects, support programs and
renewed marketability of products within and outside the region will strengthen
the role of agriculture in Letcher County and eastern Kentucky.
d. Tactics for leveraging funds
Regional partnerships

The Council believes that adequate funding resources can be found
though regional partnerships, direct assistance from the State Agricultural
Board, KY Div. of Conservation Cost-Share program and other local, state
and federal sources. The Letcher County Agricultural Development Council
will support direct grant proposals that demonstrate a clear vision for farming
within the county and the potential for expansion beyond the initial project.
The council will expect each proposal to meet all the local and state
requirements within the plan and to show that through direct cost share,
in-kind
matching
money, orBoard
otherresources
monetary support sources that the
State
Agricultural
Development
enterprise is feasible to the enhancement of agriculture on the local level.
The proposals should be direct as to who will be responsible for the
expenditures. A budget outlining expenses, expected revenue sources, cash
flow, and growth potential should be detailed. The Council encourages
landowners,
farmers and entrepreneurs to work with the Small Business Administration or
other professional support services to develop sound business plans. All
applicants should show evidence of benefit to Letcher County.

Other local/state/federal resources

3. Evaluation & Review
a. How are proposals evaluated and does this process need modified?

The Council will consider each proposal based upon the established objectives.
Each proposal will be weighed based upon a point system that will measure five
essential elements of the proposed plans. The five areas to be evaluated
include:
1.)Sustainability of the plan, proposal or operation enhancement;
2.)Compatibility to the state eligibility guidelines;
3.)Economic impact on the county or regional agricultural environment;
4.)Expansion or potential for Value Added;
5.)Availability of resources, (suitable lands, equipment, support staff, etc.), for
implementation
or expansion
of agricultural practices on the landowners’
b. How is success and
failure measured?
property. The plans with higher scores within each sign-up period will be
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statements, producer’ involvement, and project activities. These projects should
have short term and long term goals from which the council may judge their
progress.” Continued support by the board is determined by the progress and
the viability of the practices.

c. How will the county comprehensive plan be revised?

An annual assessment by Council members will allow for incremental
adjustments. A 5 year assessment of the entire plan will be scheduled.
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