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Steps to Food Security for Alaska: Are Alaska Agriculture Efforts Working?
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Do more farms mean more production for Alaskans?

In his self-satisfied memoir a??written after serving two terms as Alaskaa??sfifth
governora??Jay Hammond, in hisbook Tales of Alaskaa??s Bushrat Governor,
reflectson a?lmajor disappointments in my second term. One, deemed by many the
biggest blunder of my administration, was an attempt to promote Alaska
agriculture. [1]

A knee-jerk reaction to what Hammond felt was the perception by criticsthat he was
opposed to all development, agriculture development was his effort at a political counter -
punch.

In Hammonda??s words: Tourism and fishing were both successful examples of efforts that paid
off handsomely. But with agriculture, I concurrently violated and proved the wisdom of a basic
rule | had previoudly tried to follow: You cana??t make the desert flower ssimply by dousing it
with dollars. Money my administration sowed in agriculture reaped little but bitterness and
frustration.
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Hammond describes the mechanism to develop Alaska agriculture under the direction of Bob
Palmer, himself a former Kansas farm boy, played blacksmith for this project, slowly forging
then hammering together, link after link of this chain. In the process, he sometimes showered
sparks on nay-saying critics peering over his shoulder.

During itsfirst term, the Hammond Administration identified almost 22 Million acres of arable
land in Alaska, &?}more than many so-called &??farm belta?e states combined, writes Hammond.
He says he was skeptical of agricultural potential unrealized at Delta but, | was finally persuaded
by the almost unanimous support of Alaskans who knew anything at all about farming. An
Agriculture Action Council compromised of university experts and already successful farmers
convinced me and later demon-strated that because of our long daylight summers, unique soil
and climatic conditions, it was possible to grow crops such as barley and rape seed of
extraordinarily high protein content and yield per acre.

2017 Census of Agriculture Alaska
Data Release

E\%ﬁéﬁﬂﬁ&é g— & www.nass.usda.gov/AgCensus

Detailed information about Alaska agricultureis collected by the US Department of Agriculture.

Thiswasthe genesis of the Delta Barley Project. It was part of a plan described by the late
governor asincluding: 1) Preparing a massive amount of arableland to produce crops of
commercial quality. 2) Attracting people able and willing to farm. 3) Building grain storage
facilitiesfor crop collection. 4) Establishing rail transportation to a seaport. 5) Building a
grain terminal at therail/shipping port of Seward, and finally, 6) Attracting a Pacific Rim
mar ket.

Census Data Collection

Response Rate by Area, 2017 U.S. Return Rate by Mode, 2012 and 2017
(percent of returns)
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Reliability of the census data depends on response. In this report Anchorage includes the Mat-Su Valley and
62.1% of identified farmers responded.

When we went out of office in 1982 each link was in place except one: The Seward
grain terminal, reflects Hammond.

Both site and materials for this facility had been purchased by the state, but before construction
could start, the oil-flush Port of Valdez offered to build a grain terminal there. The new (Steve
Cowper) administration and legislature, persuaded they could save money with the Valdez site,
arbitrarily cancelled the Seward terminal, to the dismay of almost everyone involved in the Delta
project.

Ultimately, Valdeza??unconnected by railroada??built its terminal, and the state sold at
enormous loss, both the Seward Terminal materials and the grain hopper railroad cars. | amtold
the loss exceeded the $3 million required to finish the Seward terminal. To date, not one bushel of
grain has gone to the Valdez facility and moose browse has reclaimed most of the acreage
cleared near Delta.
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Number of Farms and Land in Farms, 1997-2017
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Alaska has seen an increase in farms and amount of land in agriculture endeavors from 558 farms on
881 acres in 1997 to 990 farms on 849 acres in 2017. The average size of Alaska farms has gone
down by -21.8 percent.

Alaska was nouveau riche2] then, with a hick governor. M oney wasthe center of every
political decision whether he wanted it to be or not. We didna??t need to worry about
feeding Alaskans because far ming was too much wor k and we wer e now getting big box
storesthat drove costsfor everything down and traditional Alaskan businesses out.

Whilethe number of farmsin production has generally gone down in the United States, Alaska is gaining
farms.
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Ironically, | went to Juneau around thistimeto serve asaide to an Anchorage legislator
when our current Director of Agriculture, David Schade, was also working there for another
legidlator. We werena??t familiar then but we have had similar experiences, which | learned
during arecent interview with Schade, to talk about food security.

David Schade

DONN LISTON

Director of the Alaska Department of Agriculture, David Schade has a photo of his familya??s farm as
a backdrop in our zoom conversation.

Isthe Department of Agricultureinterested in Food Security or just in helping farmers
succeed?

The two are not mutually exclusive, explained Schade. For food security our farmers are going to
have to be the solution. First we must define what is food security? The question is do you really
have enough food or are you worried about it? Either way you look at it we are in serious
situation right now. It is not theoretical, we are food insecure right now. If we didna??t have the

Food Box program going on we would bein really big trouble. [3]
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Number of Farms, by Size Category, 2012 and 2017
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The majority of Alaskafarms are less than 10 acresin size with 43 larger than 1,000 acresa??down from 49>1000
acresin 2012.

Miked??s Meatsin Eagle River, and Mat Valley Meatsin Wasilla, both have food box
programstoo. | have witnessed the constant callsreceived for boxes of meat sent to virtually
every corner of the state; paid-for by.consumersthemselves.

Mike's Quality Meats

USDA Beef, Pork, Specialty Meats Processed in ALASKA!

Greg Giannulis,
Owner/Operator

Top quality m No perservatives m Processed at our Mat-Su facility

8 ROCKET/ \ RANCH

L3 X ek

Serving Alaskans from our Eagle River store for 32 years.

But the State of Alaska in this case again defaults to needs of rural Alaska, and the great
dependent unorganized borough where nobody is taxed for any government services. For every
guestion of Alaska public policy the first answer isto defer to circumstances of people who
chooseto live in the bush.
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In terms of the size of our state, Alaska has very few acres of land in agriculture.

Who isthe Director of Agriculture?

Schade grew up on an Alaska homestead and intimately knows the plight of Alaskad??srural
farmers: If we didna??t grow it, we didna??t have it to eat. So | come from the viewpoint that If it
didna??t come in on the ship in the fall you didna??t have it for a year. You had to know how to make it
work. That is still how it works in a lot of Alaska. When we lost Ravn Air (from bankruptcy during Covid)

we lost a food delivery network. For the last year we have been trying to determine how to get that food
distributed.

Once Schade got an education, he developed a vision for Alaska agriculture.

| am an ag economist, that was my undergrad degree, from the University of Idaho, explains
Schade. | grew up on a farm and wanted to figure out how to make money on a farm. My
mastera??s degreeisin public administration so I am probably the only person who has sat in
the directora??s chair who spent probably half of his career in the private sector, lessin the
public sector. | come at this from both viewpoints. | know what it takes to make it work on the
farm, but you must be able to have consumers buy produce at a price that can make money for the
producers.

Schade continues: We arena??t dealing with food security as the Food Bank of Alaska deals
with it. Our approach is How do we grow it out there? We have 85,000 acres of cleared cropland
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