
West Michigan Agriculture 
Cluster Impact Analysis



• Economic Impact Analysis
• Size and character of the agricultural processing industry

• Market Analysis
• Important factors affecting the industry and opportunities for growth

• Area Profiles
• Summarizing the agricultural processing industry in study area

• Comparative Analysis
• Lessons from Kent and Ottawa and opportunities for synergy

Project Components



Economic Impact Analysis
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Total Output (Sales)

Economic Impact Analysis





• Direct Impacts
• Employees

• Wages paid (labor income)

• Annual sales

• Indirect Impacts
• Purchases from other locally businesses

• Jobs and income supported by purchases

• Induced Impacts
• Purchases made locally using direct and indirect wages

• Jobs and income supported by spending

Economic Impact Analysis
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Market Analysis



Market Analysis - Labor



Market Analysis – Labor Availability

• Rural nature of West Michigan

• Low unemployment rates

• Low labor force participation rates

• Lack of affordable housing 
and childcare
• Affects both producers and processors



Market Analysis – Labor Cost



Market Analysis – Labor Skills 



Market Analysis – Labor



Market Analysis – Transportation

• Generally good transportation 
networks
• One-day access to Chicago, Detroit, 

Indianapolis, Cleveland

• Network of Class A roads is critical 
to supporting the agricultural 
processing industry
• Allows year-round operations

• State weight restrictions
• Highest gross vehicle weight (164k)
• Lowest weight per axle (18k)



Market Analysis – Transportation

• Lack of public transportation
• Cited by processors and producers

• Ports of Ludington and Muskegon
• Require updates and reform to 

support the agricultural processing 
sector



Market Analysis – Transportation



Market Analysis – Regulations

• Multiple layers of local government 
• Can make development more difficult

• Housing, processing, support facilities

• State wastewater regulations
• Commonly cited as a barrier to the industry

• Strict standards

• Difficult and shifting compliance

• Long and expensive approval process



Market Analysis – Regulations



Table Discussion



Comparative Analysis



Comparative Analysis
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Opportunities



Agritourism



Agritourism
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Capturing Value-Added Processing

Estimated Value of Exports from the Five County Area



Capturing Value-Added Processing

Products that often leave the Five County Area for processing:

• Peaches

• Livestock

• Milk

• Grains

• Asparagus



Capturing Value-Added Processing



Import Substitution

Value of Imports to Michigan



Import Substitution

Products that processors import to the Five County Area:

• Cherries (sweet)

• Blueberries

• Milk

• Livestock



Import Substitution

Challenges

• Lack of suitable growing conditions

• Production costs are higher than competitors

• Demand for imports during non-growing season

• Production may not meet the scale needed for processing



Local and Niche Markets

• Local foods: increased consumer demand

• Specialty products - artisan cheeses, fruit juices, frozen fruit 
for smoothies, nutritional additives

• Sustainability and humane products - fair trade, grass-fed, 
pasture raised, “natural”

• Organic – growing at twice the rate of the total food market



Local and Niche Markets



Greenhouse Production

• There are over 17 acres of greenhouses in 
the Five County Area

• Operations focus on spring/summer 
production

• Fall and winter utilization is reduced

• Year-round utilization could:
• Increase workforce retention

• Improve profitability

• Increase economic returns to infrastructure



Greenhouse Production



Greenhouse Production



Table Discussion



Conclusions and Recommendations



• West Michigan has a strong and vibrant agricultural production 
and processing industry

• Many factors working in its favor:
• Diverse agricultural production

• Favorable climate

• Good access to fresh water

• Productive soils

• Access to markets

Conclusions and Recommendations



Growing the agricultural processing industry requires:

• Creating favorable conditions for growth

• Remove barriers to the industry

• Leverage available resources

Conclusions and Recommendations



Creating favorable conditions for growth

• Support the maintenance and expansion of the Class A road 
network

• Fund studies to examine the feasibility of public 
transportation

• Industry-focused policy and planning
• Kent County’s “Food System Plan in 2023”

• Ottawa County’s “Focus on Agriculture” plan

• Lakeshore Advantage’s “Power Our Future” plan

Conclusions and Recommendations



Remove barriers to the industry

• Advocate for reform of state wastewater regulations

• Establish intra-governmental agreements that streamline 
development initiatives
• Fremont’s Joint Planning Commission

• 425 agreements allow for revenue sharing

• Advocate for initiatives to develop more affordable housing 
and increase access to affordable childcare

Conclusions and Recommendations



Leverage available resources

• Tax incentives
• Industrial Facility Tax Exemptions (IFTs)

• Economic Development Organizations

• Workforce training programs in community colleges

• State and federal grants
• MDARD Rural Development Fund Grants
• Michigan “Rural Readiness” Grants
• USDA Rural Business Development Grants
• USDA Rural Innovation Stronger Economy (RISE) Grants
• USDA Rural Economic Development Loan & Grant (REDLG)
• USDA Community Facilities Direct Loans & Grants

Conclusions and Recommendations



Open Discussion
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