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SNEAPA Conference Presentation “Regional Economic Development 

for Rural Communities,” November 5, 2009 at the Mohegan Sun 

 

Agritourism Presentation by Charlene Perkins Cutler, Executive Director and CEO 

of The Last Green Valley, Inc.  

 

Tourism Impacts and 
Agriculture-Nature Tourism (ANT) 

ANTsANTs

 

I am from The Last Green Valley and we love ANTs - Agriculture-Nature 

Tourists.  Now this is not a derogatory remark – ants (the insects) are important, 

industrious creatures that have been around 145 million years and have sustainable 

communities critical to the ecosystem.  There is a parallel with the other ANTs 

(agritourists):  while they have only been noticed for 150 years or so in the U.S., they are 

a consistent presence we want to encourage and they have a definite impact on the 

sustainability of our rural communities.   

It is important to remember that there is a permanent link between the enjoyment 

of natural resources and the appreciation of agriculture.  While agriculture is an activity 

that uses natural resources within an ecosystem to thrive, agriculture is also very 

important to it for the maintenance of natural habitats and the interconnectivity of 

wildlife corridors.   

Why do we love ANTs?  Revenue, stewardship, advocacy, and sustainability. 
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� Agricultural tourism produces good revenue.  Visitors spend money at 

accommodations, campgrounds, restaurants, attractions, farms and shops. 

� Agritourists are good stewards of the land, water and cultural resources they visit. 

Therefore, they exert a low negative impact on resources and communities. 

� Agritourists become informed consumers willing to advocate for the resources 

they enjoy.  

� The combination of revenue, stewardship and advocacy are necessary to ensure 

sustainability and enhancement of traditional rural economies. 

Tourism in general has enormous economic impacts.  The Travel Industry of 

America reports that tourism in the U.S. generates $1.3 billion in revenue, $100 million 

in taxes, and $162 million in non-farm payroll.  According to the World Tourist 

Organization, tourism is one of the most significant growth industries worldwide, with 

rural tourism the fastest growing sector within the industry at a rate of 5% annually or 6% 

of the world’s GDP.  [For more information, statistics and resources regarding tourism 

and agritourism, visit www.thelastgreenvalley.org and type in keyword “agritourism.”] 

Balancing Preservation of Resources with 
Compatible Economic Development

 

What is it about The Last Green Valley that would attract and value agritourists? 
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The Last Green Valley is the common name for the Quinebaug and Shetucket Rivers 

Valley National Heritage Corridor, designated in 1994 because it is the last large 

undeveloped region (nearly 1,100 square miles) of the east coast between Boston and 

Washington, D.C.   It remains 78% forest and farmland.  The Last Green Valley includes 

35 towns, 26 in CT and 9 in MA, roughly the watershed of the two rivers.  It starts just 

north of Norwich and extends to E. Brookfield, MA; it is bordered by Rhode Island to the 

east and reaches to Coventry, CT in the west.  Within three hours of The Last Green 

Valley there are 25 million people, a blessing and a curse.  We have a great audience to 

enjoy our resources but also significant pressure for future development as the region still 

retains the most developable and relatively least expensive land in comparison to 

surrounding regions. 

We are charged with preserving the significant resources of The Last Green 

Valley while encouraging compatible economic development.  Those resources include: 

1.  more than 175 agricultural businesses open to the public, 553 total 

agriculture business at last count that maintain the rural character of 

the region, plus 14 farmer’s markets; 

2.  scenic roads and drives including one of the first national scenic 

byways, Rte. 169; 

3.  miles and miles of greenways and blue ways, state forests, parks 

and wildlife management areas, many historic landmarks and districts, 

42 historic village centers with town commons and greens, 80 lakes 

and ponds, and the list goes on; and 
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4.  Old Sturbridge Village, interpreting rural life in the 1830s, tied to 

agriculture and tied to nature (boat rides and trails).  It is nationally 

known and recognized for its innovative programming, exhibits and 

events.  Blue Slope Country Museum in Franklin, CT, has an 

expansive collection of farm tools and implements, live animals, 

outbuildings and special events.  Both venues are a great compliment 

to our farms and communities. 

Agritourism seems to be a good fit for our region.   

Who is our agritourist and how do they benefit our region? 

1. The specific benefits of agritourism are: 

a. Preservation of the rural character of a town, region or state. 

b. Preservation of local history and culture. 

c. Retention and enhancement of traditional land-based 

economies. 

d. Creation of real opportunities for new economic development 

in some communities or regions. 

e. Generation of investment in local resources. 

f. Connection of consumers with producers and increasing the 

value of the product through greater appreciation and 

awareness. 

g. Education of the future stewards of our working landscapes 

and present consumers - letting people know where their food 

comes from. 
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2.  Who is the agritourist? 

a. They are mostly families, children traveling with adults aged 

20-59 years. 

b. Seventy-two percent travel with family, 31% with friends. 

c. Large percentages are day trippers.  Case in point: for the Wild 

and Scenic portion of the Farmington River in CT (Moore and 

Christos): 

1.  Tourists visiting there have a $3.93 million economic  

impact annually for the five towns adjacent to the river. 

2.  Ninety-two percent are day trippers. 

3.  The visitors state a willingness to spend whatever is 

necessary for the experience as long as the quality of the 

resource is high. 

d. A large percentage are return customers and the case can be 

made that a day tripper who returns several times a year has as 

significant an impact as a weekend overnight visitor. 

e. Agritourism appeals more strongly to women who have an 

interest in providing high-quality and genuine experiences to 

children and who most often shop for the kinds of products 

offered by agribusinesses. 

How has our organization promoted agritourism? 

 1.  We produce The Visitors Guide to The Last Green Valley, a 112-page 

publication that includes a section on farms, orchards, nurseries, farm markets, wineries 
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and breweries.  It offers a list of seasonal activities like the annual agricultural fairs in 

Brooklyn, Lebanon and Woodstock, Celebrating Agriculture – a special, free event at the 

Woodstock Fairgrounds in mid-Sept., scenic rural drives, and many venues for those 

wanting to enjoy our natural resources. 

 2.  We distribute information and maintain a system of 65 information racks and 

centers throughout the region.  While our Visitor Guide is disseminated, we also fill the 

racks with the brochures from our agriculture businesses, museums and other destinations 

and service. 

 3.  We advertise The Last Green Valley as a destination, designing our ads to 

attract those individuals who will appreciate the type of resources that grace our region. 

Our office also maintains a schedule of public relations with major publications, radio 

and TV.  For example, Yankee Magazine did a piece on the region this spring called 

“Getting Lost in the Last Green Valley.”   

Walking Weekends

 

4.  We coordinate Walktober, a month-long promotional umbrella for free guided 

walks, paddles, pedals, and events in the region – about to celebrate its 20th anniversary.  

Thousands participate each year – half residents and half tourists from as far away as 

Israel, Austria, Germany, England and Canada.  Walktober receives a great deal of 
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editorial coverage; this year’s event was on MSNBC.com.  We also operate two other 

seasonal promotional umbrellas for our farms, museums, nonprofits and communities:  

Winter Wanderings runs from December to March and includes the holiday season and 

Maple Sugar Days.  Summer Sunsations packages the months from May to September, 

including Fourth of July and the big summer fairs.  Each promotion is tied to an extensive 

and ever changing listing of events on our website; audiences are driven there by a rack 

card in the info racks and press releases. 

You can request copies of any of these publications by emailing me or 

viewing/downloading them from our website, www.thelastgreenvalley.org. 

Case Study: Creamery Brook Bison Farm

 

Case Study:  Creamery Brook Bison Farm, Brooklyn, CT.  Austin Tanner owns 

the Creamery Brook Bison Farm in Brooklyn, CT.  He was one of the original 

participants in our first Walking Weekend in 1990 and still offers at least two 

opportunities for Walktober participants to visit his farm.  Austin was a dairy farmer with 

a long-standing fascination with bison.  One day he walked into the kitchen and told his 

wife, Debbie, that there were several American Bison being delivered that day – she 

wasn’t surprised.  Those few buffalo have become a herd now numbering over 130. 

Austin has sold off his dairy stock and concentrates completely on the bison herd.  He 
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and his family offer wagon rides to view the herd, operate a gift shop that contains all 

things bison, make and sell ice cream (not bison – one doesn’t milk these wild creatures!) 

and they also process and sell bison meat which is a very lean and nutritious red meat.  

Creamery Brook Bison Farm is the largest bison farm in Connecticut and one of our top 

agricultural destinations for tourists. 

Case Study: Ekonk Hill Turkey Farm

 

Case Study:  Ekonk Hill Turkey Farm.   Located in Sterling, CT and abutting the 

Pachaug State Forest, Ekonk Hill is owned by the Hermonot Family and is the largest 

free range turkey farm in Connecticut – the flock numbered nearly 1,300 at last count.  

They grow heritage breeds, as well as the more familiar white turkeys.  The business also 

includes a wonderful farm store that sells locally grown and value-added products like 

farmstead cheeses, raw milk, yogurt, grass-fed beef, local pork, cider, black currant juice, 

chickens, fall produce, preserves, relishes, maple syrup, honey, and ice cream made at 

Ekonk Hill.  Their Brown Cow Café offers ice cream cones, sundaes and milk shakes, hot 

soups, sandwiches and more.  The Milkhouse Bakery produces fresh pies, crusty 

European-style breads, muffins, cookies, tea breads and cider donuts.  They are famous 

for their Hot Gobbler Sundae:  fresh mashed potatoes, topped with roasted turkey breast, 
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stuffing, drizzled with tasty gravy, and finished off with a scoop of cranberry sauce – 

advertized as Thanksgiving in a bowl.  Ekonk Hill Turkey Farm is located on State 

Scenic Highway Route 49 and, in addition to offering visitors great products and farm 

experiences, provides breath-taking views.   

There is always room to grow agritourism experiences.  So I’d like to close with a 

few suggestions for creative collaborations: 

�  Link a museum to a 21st century farm or agriculture business to compare the 
historic with the modern. 
 
�  Develop region-wide celebrations that can link sites and create a critical mass 
to attract visitors; think out of the box and be very creative. 
 
�  Develop an Adoption Program - adopt-a-guinea hen, an apple tree, a tractor - 
particularly during holidays.  Give a tree in the orchard for a friend or loved one 
for the holidays and visit it next spring when it is in blossom. 
 
�  Create Farmer-for-the-Day events, letting visitors do the chores, etc. 
 
�  Organize progressive dinners from museum to farm and visa versa. 
 
�  Offer coupons, passports, and special deals:  these allow the visitor to take part 
in several activities or make several purchases and there is a bonus discount or 
prize of some kind. 
 
�  Provide a central packing and shipping location for products purchased. 
 
� Create an on-line regional marketing system for the consumer.  Did you enjoy  
the cider from last fall?  Have it shipped fresh to you for the holidays.  These 
services continue the experience and keep the new farm advocate tied to the 
resources. 

 
Please feel free to contact me if you would like any additional information regarding our 
projects and programs.  Thank you. 
 


