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Harlan 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 Kentucky Office of Agricultural Policy staff may provide guidance to county councils
throughout this evaluation.

1. Overview of County

Harlan County located in the southeastern corner of the state and consists primarily
of mountainous terrain. In the early 1900s agriculture became a lower priority for the
citizens of Harlan County due to the mining of coal. Only within the last few years
have the citizens looked to agriculture as an alternative source for income due to the
declining coal industry. In Harlan County, there are 37 farms consisting of 10,233
acres. The average farm size is 277 acres. The market value of agriculture products
sold as reported by the US Census of Agriculture in 2022 was $577,000 for farm
products and livestock. Presently farmers of Harlan County are looking to alternative
agriculture sources, such as bee keeping, timber harvesting, fruits and vegetables,
maple syrup, livestock, non-timber forest products and other alternative crops.

a. Agricultural statistics, trends, & projections (i.e. Census Data)
= Traditional agricultural production

Gardening and backyard orchards play a moderate role in helping citizens
supplement their incomes and food sources. Large scale producers
traditionally are raising beef cattle and hay. Producers are also raising
poultry and small livestock. The Harlan County Detention Center has a
nearly 10 acre farm. The Harlan Co HS has a greenhouse.

= Non-traditional agricultural production

There is one commercial apple producer in the county. Presently farmers of
Harlan County are looking to alternative agriculture sources, such as bee
keeping, timber harvesting, tree farming, fruits and vegetables, non-timber
forest products (maple syrup and mushrooms) and other alternative crops.



= New & emerging agricultural production

Maple syrup production is being produced. Possibility non-timber products,
market gardening, and agritourism.

= Tobacco dependency

No tobacco is currently produced in Harlan County

b. Demographic Data
= Social data

Harlan County has a population of 25,052 (2024 estimated).

=  Economic data

The number of persons unemployed is 7.8 % (March 2025) of the population.
Harlan County's largest industries are mining, educational field, medical field,
tourism and industry.

2. Assessments of the County
a. Strengths

Harlan County has multiple strengths that provide us opportunities to grow in the
production of agriculture and marketing. Alternative crops and endeavors are
possibilities because of the terrain within the county. With the majority of the land
covered in timber, the potential for lumber production and utilization of forest and
non-timber products on the local level exist. Due to the removal of natural
resources such as timber and coal, landowners could use the cleared areas to
enhance grazing with livestock. Also, the county offers a potential to use clean
and clear water from abandon coal mines for aquaculture production enterprises.
Tourism including agritourism, adventure tourism, ecotourism, and historical
tourism exist. County also has the availability of railroad transportation.



b. Weaknesses

The number of landowners in the county that are involved in agricultural
enterprises is few. Due to the long time dependency on the coal industry, many
people must be are unaware of and need to be educated to the possibilities of
the agriculture business as a source of sustainable income. Within Harlan
County, there lacks a comprehensive marketing plan for producers of their
inventory outside the region. The transportation in and out of eastern Kentucky
does influence outside business from investing in farming operations, product
distribution and marketing. The county has a limited amount of land suitable for
traditional farming operations such as the production of row crops. Declining
property values results in depletion of property tax values.

c. Opportunities

Opportunities for Harlan County lie in the ability to return the landowners into
agriculture farming operations. With the development of locally controlled boards,
partnerships, and cooperatives, young farmers can see the potential for new
innovative enterprises and investments. Opportunities do exist for agriculture
enterprises. In areas such as alternative crops (mushrooms, blackberries,
pumpkins, etc.), aguaculture, timber management, horticultural crops, non-timber
products, value added products, agritourism, small scale intensive gardening,
and livestock production, more marketing groups will allow producers to gain
market power.

d. Challenges

Due to the limited amount of farmland, urbanization in the lower river bottoms of
the county does threaten to limit the introduction of new agriculture practices on
land that was once used for agriculture. A threat to the development of
agriculture in the county is the outward migration of potential younger farmers
from the county due to the limited employment opportunities.

3. County Council Objectives
a. Mission/Vision Statement

The mission of the Harlan County Agriculture Development Council is to sustain
the existing agriculture enterprises and to bring new sources of agriculture
income and foster the growth of agritourism in Harlan County for many years to
come.



b. Short term goals

C.

The Harlan County Agriculture Development Council has selected the following
priorities in agriculture development and enhancement:

1. To expand and support a direct market.

2. To enhance agriculture education at the K-12 and post-secondary
level.

3. Facilitate the start up and continue to support alternative
agribusiness.

4, To enhance and educate the landowners in timber management
and marketing skills.

5. Increase awareness of and support local farmers

Long term goals

1. Increase the opportunity for farmers to invest in alternative crops.

2. Develop an infrastructure of economic viability for farmers and
producers.

3. Develop sustaining agricultural operations by providing a referral

system for farmers in the areas of technical assistance, cost share or equipment
loans, funding sources and assistance.

4. Develop agritourism

5. Make aware and address food insecurities

d. Tactics for leveraging funds

= Regional partnerships

The Council believes that the adequate funding resources can be found
through regional partnerships. Assistance from the State Agriculture
Development Board and other sources.

= State Agricultural Development Board resources

Assistance from the State Agriculture Development Board and other sources.



= Other local/state/federal resources

County Soil Conservation District Funds
USDA (NRCS, FSA)

SOAR Loan Fund

KSU Small Farm Grant

Grow Appalachia

Kentucky Highlands

3. Evaluation & Review

a. How are proposals evaluated and does this process need modified?

The Harlan County Agriculture Development Council will consider each proposal
based upon the established objectives. Each proposal will be weighed based

upon a recommendation system that will measure five essential elements of the
proposed plans.

The plans with higher scores within each sign-up period will be sent prioritized to
the state board for consideration and approval.

b. How is success and failure measured?

It will be viewed on how well the project currently performs as well as past
performances.

c. How will the county comprehensive plan be revised?

Plan will be revised when the board sees economic or demographic changes in
the county.

You may save this document to continue editing or to email at a later date.
Please save document and submit to:
SarahR.Bryant@ky.gov or Bailey.Siry-Crowder@ky.gov
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