
 

  

Overview 

Producers in the north and east Quabbin towns of Athol, Barre, Hardwick, Orange, 
Petersham, and Warwick process food into a variety of value-added products, such as 
jams, jellies, baked goods, salsa, smoothies, coffee, beer, brandy, and especially meat 
and dairy products. According to farmer surveys conducted by the Franklin Regional 
Council of Governments (FRCOG) and the Central Mass Regional Planning 

Commission (CMRPC), all farmers surveyed in 
the north and east Quabbin towns who process 
their produce into value-added products 
reported that the processing took place on their 
own farm. See Appendix B for more information 
about the farmer surveys.  

Meat slaughter and processing typically takes 
place at off-farm facilities due to USDA 
regulations. Other off-farm processing facilities 
might include milk bottling and dairy 
processing facilities; commercial kitchens in 
public buildings such as churches, senior 
centers, or even schools; and large-scale 
commercial kitchen spaces such as the Western 
Massachusetts Food Processing Center in 
Greenfield. Barriers to local food processing 
include the complexity of some permitting 
processes, the logistical challenges of processing 
off-site, and the challenges associated with 
sharing food processing and storage facilities 
and equipment among farmers. 

 

Major Findings 

1. There is a diversity of value-added products being processed in our region, 

especially dairy and meat products. 

Chapter 3: Processing and Storage 

Workers prepare apples for processing at the Western 
Massachusetts Food Processing Center.  
Photo credit: Bradley Kennedy, MassLIFT 2014-
2015. 
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2. Many farms in the region are too small to produce large batches of value-

added products at off-farm processing facilities, but opportunities exist for 

farmers to utilize smaller-scale commercial kitchens to process food in our 

region.  

3. Opportunities exist for farmers to collaborate on processing efforts by 

sharing equipment, utilizing communal storage facilities, and working 

together to brand and market regional products, but many are reluctant to do 

so. 

4. Most farmers are satisfied with their current meat slaughter facilities, but a 

smaller secondary processing facility providing specialty cuts, curing, 

smoking, or other post-slaughter services could increase the diversity of meat 

products produced in our region. 
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Assets 

Diversity of value-added products 

Any food products that have been enhanced by 
processing or cooking are known as “value-
added products.” The six towns of the north and 
east Quabbin region are home to a variety of 
value-added products, from cheese and beer to 
salsa and coffee. As shown in Figure 2.3, meat 
and dairy are the most commonly raised 
products in our region after hay, leading to a 
great diversity of value-added meat and dairy 
products. Farms like Robinson Farm, Ruggles 
Hill Creamery, Little White Goat Dairy, and 
many other dairy farms are known across our 
region and the state for their cheese, yogurt and 
other dairy products. Stillman’s Quality Meats, 
Chestnut Farms, and many other livestock farms 
offer poultry, beef, pork, and other meat 
products locally and across the state.  

On a smaller scale, farmers and even some non-
farming residents are producing salsa, smoothies, 

jams and jellies, and baked goods in church 
kitchens and permitted residential kitchens 
around our region. Rachel’s Everlastings is a 
great example of a small-scale food processing 
operation using local ingredients to make salsa 

Chapter 3: Processing and Storage 

Figure 3.1: Regional meat processing options 

Although there are many meat processing options in New 
England, only three are located in Massachusetts: Adams 
Farm in Athol, Blood Farm in Groton, and Stillman 
Quality Meats in Hardwick. On the map above, 
slaughterhouses are shown in red, while post-slaughter 
processing facilities are shown in green.  
 
Source: Confronting Challenges in the Local Meat 
Industry: Focus on the Pioneer Valley of Western 
Massachusetts (published by CISA in 2013) 

Jay Sullivan and Sean Nolan opened Honest  Weight 
Artisan Beer in the Orange Innovation Center in 2015. They 
use local ingredients from Valley Malt, which grows and 
malts barley in Northampton and Hadley. 
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and smoothies; see page 29 for more details about 
Rachel’s Everlastings.  

Another type of product being processed locally 
is beverages; Dean’s Beans in Orange roasts 
organic, fair-trade coffee, while Honest Weight 
Artisan Beer just opened a new brewery in 
Orange in 2015 using local ingredients from 
Valley Malt. A new brandy still that will use local 
apples and other fruits may also be opening soon 
in Petersham, adding to the diversity of locally 
processed food products in the north and east 
Quabbin region. 

Proximity to meat processing and 
slaughter facilities 

Only two USDA-inspected slaughterhouses exist 
in Massachusetts: Blood Farm in Groton and 
Adams Farm in Athol. Stillman Quality Meats in 
Hardwick is also a licensed slaughter facility, but 
only for poultry. Adams currently serves over 
100 individual farms, many of them in western 
and central Massachusetts.  

The close proximity of Adams Farm is an 
important asset to the food system of the six-
town region of the north and east Quabbin 

region; in other areas of the state, making trips to 
and from the slaughterhouse costs livestock 
farmers a lot of time and money. According to a 
2013 study by Community Involved in 
Sustaining Agriculture (CISA), farmers in the 
Pioneer Valley (which includes farmers in 
Franklin, Hampshire, and Hampden Counties, 
but not Worcester County) drove an average of 
74 miles and spent about $87 round trip just to 
bring animals to the slaughterhouse.  

Farmers in the six-town region are all within a 25
-mile radius of Adams Farm, implying that many 
of them likely spend less time bringing animals 
to the slaughterhouse than many farmers in other 
regions of the state. There are also several other 
slaughter and processing facilities in New 
England that may provide services beyond what 
Adams provides, including secondary, post-
slaughter processing options like smoking and 
curing; see Figure 3.1.  

According to farmer surveys conducted by 
FRCOG and CMRPC, 80 percent of responding 
farmers in five towns in the north and east 
Quabbin reported being satisfied with their 
current slaughter facility, and of those, three-
quarters were “highly satisfied” (no data were 

Highlight: Adams Farm 
One of only two USDA-inspected slaughterhouses in the 
state, Adams Farm is an extremely valuable community 
asset. Most farmers in the region bring their beef cattle, 
pigs, lambs, and goats to Adams for slaughter and 
processing. The facility does not operate at capacity 
throughout the year but experiences extremely high 
demand during the winter and fall. According to farmer 
surveys conducted by FRCOG and CMRPC, the majority of 
farmers surveyed in our region who used Adams reported 
being “satisfied” or “highly satisfied.” 

Photo credit: Greenfield Recorder file photo 
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available for Athol). The CISA meat study also 
found that, although demand for slaughter 
facilities is extremely high during the fall and 
winter, Adams is currently operating below 
capacity throughout the year. More secondary 
meat processing options may increase the variety 
of value-added meat products in our region, but 
at the moment there is no need for an additional 
slaughter facility in the area.  

Adams does not currently slaughter or process 
poultry, and when farmers participating in the 
FRCOG and CMRPC farmer surveys were asked 
about the possibility of a new small batch poultry 
processing facility in the region, almost 70 
percent of responding farmers had at least some 
level of interest. In the months since these 
surveys were completed, Stillman Quality Meats 
has opened its poultry slaughter facility for use 

by other farmers. According to Kate Stillman, the 
farm’s primary operator, the facility is now 
permitted to process 20,000 birds per year; as a 
result, Stillman’s has grown its staff from just 4 or 
5 workers to almost 30 in the past year alone. 
This venture will provide a sorely needed service 
for poultry farmers in our region and fill a long-
term gap in the food system.  

According to the FRCOG and CMRPC farmer 
surveys, farmers in all the north and east 
Quabbin towns expressed an overwhelming level 
of interest in seeing more value-added meat 
processing options at the Western Massachusetts 
Food Processing Center in Greenfield; over three-
quarters of responding farmers indicated they 
would be either “somewhat” or “highly” 
interested. The Food Processing Center is focused 
on production of shelf-stable products and so 
does not currently offer meat processing of any 
kind for the moment. However, this level of 
interest indicates that there may be a need for 
small-scale secondary meat processing facilities 
in our region.  

Highlight: Rachel’s 

Everlastings 
Rachel Gonzalez got her start making smoothies, salsa, 
and pesto using her own tomatoes and other local 
ingredients at the senior center in Orange. She would 
squeeze all her cooking for 
the day into the three-hour 
window between lunch 
and dinner at the senior 
center when the kitchen 
was free. Now she utilizes 
a church kitchen in Orange 
to prepare her products for 
sale at the farmers market 
and online through Mass 
Local Food. The church 
k i t c h e n  i s  a l r e a d y 
permitted by the Board of 
Health and is much closer 
to home—and more 
affordable for her small 
operation—than the Food 
Processing Center in 
Greenfield. 

Photo credit: Rachel’s 
Everlastings 

Kate Stillman raises turkeys, chickens, lambs, pigs, and beef 
cattle at Stillman Quality Meats in Hardwick. She also 
operates a small abattoir, or slaughterhouse, for poultry that 
has recently been permitted to accept birds from other farms as 
well as her own birds. 
Photo credit: Katie Noble, Edible Boston 

 



 

Food and Farming in the Quabbin Region   |   Mount Grace Land Conservation Trust 

6 

Barriers and Opportunities 

Issues of scale and cost related to 
processing 

As part of the farmer surveys conducted by 
FRCOG and CMRPC, farmers in all six towns of 
the north and east Quabbin region except Athol 
were asked if they process any of their produce 
into value-added products. Of those farmers who 
reported processing their produce, all of them in 
all five towns reported doing so on their own 
farm. The most commonly cited reason for this 
was that the farm is too small to use an off-farm 
processing facility; other commonly cited reasons 
included the regulations and cost associated with 
using an off-farm processing facility. These 
challenges are somewhat unique to farms in the 
north and east Quabbin region; out of all the 
farms in Franklin County, over half use off-farm 
processing facilities, and in Worcester County, 
two-thirds of all farms use off-farm processing 

facilities. This may indicate a need for smaller-
scale processing facilities to meet the needs of 
small-scale farmers in the six-town region. 

Abundance of small-scale community 
kitchens 

Although the Western Massachusetts Food 
Processing Center is an important asset to the 
larger regional food system, its relatively distant 
location and the cost of membership may be a 
deterrent to smaller farmers in the north and east 
Quabbin region who want to produce very small 
batches of value-added products for sale locally. 
One option for smaller processing operations is 

Highlight: Western Massachusetts Food Processing Center 
Located in Greenfield, the Franklin County Community Development Corporation (FCCDC) operates the Food 
Processing Center as a hub for food processors across New England. The Food Processing Center offers equipment 

rental, storage space, packaging space, marketing 
consultations, assistance with product development, and 
advice on navigating regulations for entrepreneurs 
producing shelf-stable food products. Members can pay a 
monthly fee for services or may rent equipment and space on 
an occasional basis. By renting equipment that would be 
expensive to buy and operating under the FCCDC’s Board of 
Health permits and food safety certifications, members avoid 
many of the risks associated with starting a food business.  

Recently the FCCDC has also expanded into frozen vegetable 
production, using equipment at the Food Processing Center 
to chop and flash-freeze local vegetables for sale to schools 
and other institutional buyers. The Food Processing Center 
has helped launch over 50 small businesses all over New 
England selling everything from salsa to kombucha, filling an 
important niche in the regional food system. 

Nico Lustig showcases some of the shelf-stable products 
produced at the Food Processing Center.  
Photo credit: Paul Franz, Greenfield Recorder 

All farmers surveyed in our region 
reported processing their produce on the 
farm, many citing that the farm is too 

small to use an off-farm processing 
facility. 
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Food processing facilities... 

WARWICK 

ORANGE 

ATHOL 

PETERSHAM 
BARRE 

HARDWICK 

Sources:  Local Board of Health permits; permits from the MA Food Protection Program; Mount Grace farmland inventory, 2014-
2015 

Small off-farm commercial kitchens, such as 
church kitchens, may be a good alternative to 
the Western Mass Food Processing Center in 
Greenfield, which may be too far away for some 
small farmers. 

Food Processing 
Center, Greenfield 

~20-100 miles 

Figure 3.2: On– and off-farm processing facilities compared to number of farms in each town 
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As shown in Figure 3.3, there are a variety of different types of commercial kitchens with Board of Health permits in the six-town 
region, from church kitchens and senior centers to permitted residential kitchens and larger off-farm processing sites. Athol and 
Orange have the largest number of potential community kitchens of any of the six towns. 

...on and off the farm 

Town Slaughter Processing

Church 

kitchen

Community 

kitchen

Residential 

kitchen School

Senior 

center Total

Athol 1 - 6 - 2 4 2 15

Barre - - 1 - 1 3 - 5

Hardwick 1 1 - - 1 2 - 5

Orange - 1 7 - - 5 1 14

Petersham - - 1 - 1 1 - 3

Warwick - 1 - 1 2 1 - 5

On-farm processing 

facilities Off-farm processing facilities

Figure 3.3: Number of food processing facilities on and off the farm in the six-town region 

As might be expected, the relatively rural towns of Barre 
and Hardwick have the most farms of the six-town region 
but the fewest permitted community kitchens. Athol and 
Orange have higher populations and are more urban, and 
so have more church kitchens, senior centers, and other 
potential food processing facilities. Athol is already a 
destination for many livestock farmers in our region 
because of Adams Farm, and the presence of so many 
commercial kitchens may indicate that Athol and Orange 
have a larger role to play in the food processing sector of 
the regional food system in the future.  

Town

Population 

(2010)

Number of 

farms

Number of 

processing 

facilities

Athol 11,584 39 15

Barre 5,398             172 5

Hardwick 2,990             197 5

Orange 7,839             102 14

Petersham 1,234             30 3

Warwick 780 89 5

Figure 3.4: Number of food processing facilities 
compared to population and number of farms 

Sources:  Local Board of Health permits; permits from the MA Food Protection Program; US 2010 Decennial Census; Mount Grace 
farmland inventory, 2014-2015 
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to utilize local commercial kitchens that have 
already been inspected by the town Board of 
Health, such as a church kitchen. As shown in 
Figures 3.2, 3.3, and 3.4, there are fifteen 
permitted church kitchens as well as four 
community kitchen spaces (such as kitchens in 
town halls and senior centers) in our region. 
These spaces may be a good place for farmers 
and other entrepreneurs to get started with a 
small-scale processing operation for value-added 
goods.  

Although it is difficult to bring all the ingredients 
and materials needed to make the product to an 
off-farm facility, processing food in a community 
kitchen has many benefits over the alternatives. 
Farmers and entrepreneurs trying to set up their 
own commercial kitchen need access to capital to 
purchase equipment that may be available in 
some community kitchens for low or no cost, 
while those using their own home kitchen may 
not be legally allowed to produce the same types 
of value-added products they could make in a 
community kitchen. Users of these community 
kitchens are allowed to produce a wider variety 
of products than if they were working in a 
residential kitchen, but still need to get their own 

Board of Health permit to produce value-added 
products for sale. 

Challenges related to collaborative 
processing efforts 

Because so many farms in the region are 
relatively small, storage space and equipment are 
often limiting factors when it comes to food 
processing. Farmers could collaborate to share 
storage space, purchase expensive equipment, or 
develop and market products together, but there 
are logistical challenges. According to farmer 
surveys conducted by FRCOG and CMRPC, 
farmers in our region were split on the question 
of whether they would be interested in 
equipment sharing and/or collective purchasing 
of supplies; just over half expressed interest in 
the idea, while several others expressed concern 
over the logistical challenges involved. One 
farmer commented that, while sharing 
equipment may seem like an appealing idea, 
“this never works as planned.” Commonly listed 
equipment that farmers might be interested in 
sharing included manure spreaders and no-till 
seeders for hay and other crops. Food processing 
equipment such as industrial kettles or canning 
equipment could also be purchased collectively 
and shared among farmers interested in 
expanding into value-added products.  

As for storing products grown or processed on 
the farm, most farmers use on-farm coolers and 
freezers. There is a dearth of communal storage 
facilities in the area, meaning beginning farmers 
have to invest in this equipment as part of their 
start-up costs. Shared storage facilities could 
benefit new farmers as well as established 
farmers in need of more storage space. 

One way to address food processing challenges 

Warwick Town Hall includes a community kitchen that has 
been inspected by the Board of Health and is available to 
residents and community groups by request. 
Photo credit: Town of Warwick 
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related to scale is for farmers to work together to 
develop and market value-added products. 
Often, this means aggregating produce or milk 
from multiple farms and combining them all to 
make one product. A 2011 report from CISA 
recommends the construction of a new shared-
use regional dairy processing facility in the 
Pioneer Valley to serve just this purpose, but this 
may not fit the needs of farmers in our region.  

When dairy farmers in the north and east 
Quabbin were asked about the potential for a 
new dairy processing facility in the region as part 
of the FRCOG and CMRPC farmer surveys, they 
were overwhelmingly interested in utilizing it to 
process and sell their own brand of milk and 
dairy products, as opposed to aggregating their 
milk and working with other farmers to process 
milk and cheese. Although aggregating milk 
regionally might seem to make logistical sense, 
dairy farmers in the area value having their own 
brand of products with the name of the farm on 
the label. While farmers might be able to share 
equipment to produce value-added products, it 
seems unlikely that they would be interested in 
collaborating to develop products using 
ingredients from other farms.  

Recommendations 

Small-scale commercial kitchens such as 
church kitchens could be utilized by 
farmers interested in making small 
batches of value-added products. 

Infrastructure already exists for farmers 
interested in expanding into small-scale 
production of value-added products. 

Commercial kitchens in churches, senior centers, 
and schools can be utilized by farmers and local 
residents who don’t have the capital to build 
their own commercial kitchen and get it 
inspected by the Board of Health. Athol and 
Orange in particular have a wealth of community 
kitchens that could be utilized for food 
processing.  

These small community kitchens offer 
entrepreneurial farmers an opportunity to 
experiment with value-added products at a very 
small scale for sale at local farmers markets and 
retail stores. It should be noted, however, that 
not all community kitchens are currently 
available for public use. Towns should work with 
farmers and community organizations to reduce 
the fees associated with using community 
kitchens and draw up agreements for their use by 
community members. For farmers and residents 
who are ready to scale up production and receive 
more advanced training in product development 
and marketing, the Food Processing Center in 
Greenfield is also available as a valuable 
resource.  

A farmer cooperative or trade association 
could facilitate sharing of processing and 
storage facilities among farmers. 

Farmers in our region could come together to 
form a cooperative or trade association in order 
to share resources, collaborate on marketing and 
outreach efforts, and share some equipment and 
facilities. Possible initiatives could include a 
shared trucking service to bring products to 
market, drafting of equipment sharing 
agreements, construction of shared storage space, 
or collective purchasing of processing 
equipment. Formal agreements set up through a 
cooperative or trade association could make it 
easier for farmers to navigate the logistical 

One farmer commented that, while 
sharing equipment may seem like an 
appealing idea, “this never works as 

planned.” 
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Resources: 

 Scaling Up Local Food (published by CISA 
in 2011): www.buylocalfood.org/about/
publications  

 Confronting Challenges in the Local Meat 
Industry: Focus on the Pioneer Valley of 
Western Massachusetts (published by 
CISA in 2013): www.buylocalfood.org/
about/publications   

challenges associated with sharing equipment 
and storage space. University extension 
programs may have resources related to setting 
up a cooperative or trade association. Existing 
farmers co-ops, such as the Hardwick Farmers 
Cooperative Exchange, already have a 
membership base and could help to coordinate 
equipment rental and sharing among its 
members. 

A new small-scale secondary meat 
processing facility or other meat 
processing options in the area could add 
to the diversity of meat products in the 
area. 

The CISA meat study found that, although most 
farmers are happy with their current slaughter 
facility, the fact that there are only two 
slaughterhouses in the state means that many 
farms end up with very similar products; for 
example, Adams uses the same recipe for all its 
sausage, regardless of what farm it came from. 
Some farmers bring meat to secondary 
processing facilities like Westminster Meats for 
specialty cuts, smoking and curing, and other 
post-slaughter processing, but there is no similar 
facility in or near the north and east Quabbin 
region. Sometimes these facilities require a 
minimum volume as well, which smaller farmers 
from our region may not be able to meet. A small
-scale meat processing facility offering secondary 
processing in the area could make it easier for 
farmers in our region to produce a wider 
diversity of meat products, which would be 
especially helpful considering the large number 
of meat producers in our region.  

http://www.buylocalfood.org/about/publications/
http://www.buylocalfood.org/about/publications/
http://www.buylocalfood.org/about/publications/
http://www.buylocalfood.org/about/publications/

