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Letcher 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

Letcher County, located on the rugged eastern border of Kentucky, is primarily a
mountainous region that utilizes many natural resources for economic and financial
substance and security. The county is 337.91 square miles. Agriculture became a
lower priority for Letcher County citizens, compared to coal mining and timber
harvesting, starting in the early 1900's. Only since the collapse of the coal industry
have many seriously looked to agriculture for alternative income.

In Letcher County, the number of farms had declined steadily from a high of 2,625
farms in 1944 to 66 farms in 2007. Now (2025) there are 71. The acres of land
utilized in farming have decreased from 3,617 acres in 2007 to 2,876 in 2012, though
observations since 2012 suggested a significant increase in farmed acreages.As of
today, there are 4,912 Acres in production. Today, we primarily see farming in the
areas of horticulture, pasture and livestock production. The market value of
agricultural products sold as reported by the US Census is $650,000.

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

Letcher County has a long history of small-scale horticulture operations
which primarily consisted of peas, sweet corn, snap beans, tomatoes,
peppers, cucumbers, cabbage, collards, kale, lettuce, pumpkins, winter
squash, summer squash, onions, gourds, rhubarb, and carrots. Fruit crops
were primarily apples, pears, peaches, and the occasional grape.

= Non-traditional agricultural production

Non-traditional crops are typically native plants (ginseng, goldenseal,
bloodroot, mayapple, cohosh and other woodland plants), heirloom
vegetables, cut flowers, herbs, bulb (flower) production, elm bark, Christmas
trees, maple syrup and sweet sorghum.



= New & emerging agricultural production

Recent developments have tended towards shiitake mushrooms, blueberries
(preferring acidic sites typical on strip mined lands), raspberries, maple syrup,
trout/aquaculture and pay lakes, hair sheep, fruit-flavored moonshines, novel
jellies, and goat's milk. Interest is also growing in cut flowers (lavender, etc.)

= Tobacco dependency

NA, there are no longer any tobacco farmers in the county.

b. Demographic Data
= Social data

The population in 2025 stands at 19,615, down from 23,359 in 2014. The
racial makeup of the county was 97.29% White, 0.74% Black or African
American, 0.1% Native American, 0.21% Asian, 0.02% Pacific Islander,
0.03% from other races, and 1.44% from two or more races. 0.75% of the
population were Hispanic or Latino of any race. The average household size
was 2.27, with 8,367 households. Letcher is one of the fastest shrinking
counties in the state, dropping 14.8% in 12 years.

=  Economic data

The median income for a household in the county was $40,501, and the per
capita income was $24,260. About 26.8% of the population were below the
poverty line. Letcher County's income levels remain well below state and
national averages.

2. Assessments of the County
a. Strengths

Letcher County has multiple strengths that provide us opportunities to grow in
agricultural production and marketing. The diversity of the terrain within the
county (including higher elevation lands suitable to elevation-specific plants)
provides many possibilities for alternative crops and agricultural endeavors. With
the bulk of the land within the county covered in timber, the potential for lumber
production and utilization of forest products on the local level

exists. Due to the removal of natural resources such as coal and lumber within
the county, individual landowners could explore the possibilities of enhancing
grazing operations upon reclaimed stripmines and cleared hillsides due to
clearcutting. The culture of the county is one of gleaning multiple food stuffs from



b. Weaknesses

Within the county there presently exists a lack of a comprehensive marketing
plan for producers of their inventory outside the immediate region. Producers
tend to market only to neighbors, family and friends, with little thought given to
exportation of surplus crops (excepting crops like ginseng). The county has a
limited land base suitable for traditional farmland operations like row crop
production. This is mostly due to steep hillsides and narrow valleys. The high
erodibility of the soil base provides many obstacles for farmers of most row-crop
operations using traditional methods of farming. This forces producers towards
specialty crops. Wildlife predation is an issue for livestock and crops alike.

c. Opportunities

Opportunities for Letcher County are in the ability to return landowners to
agricultural farming operations. With the development of a vibrant Farmers
Market and a developing commercial-level certified kitchen, farmers can see the
monetary potential for innovative enterprises and investments. Opportunities now
exist for agricultural enterprises on land that is presently underused or out of
production. In the areas of alternative crops, (mushrooms, herbs, blackberries,
blueberries, etc.), beekeeping (honey), other horticultural crops, and livestock
production, (goats, beef, etc.), more marketing alliances will allow producers to
gain market power. Presently, there are no processing facilities for livestock
within the county. The nearest processing facility is 1.5 hours away. Local utilizati

d. Challenges

A challenge to the county's agricultural development is the outward migration of
potential younger farmers from the county due to limited employment
opportunities. This outward migration of the younger population hinders the
potential for new investment revenue into agribusiness.

The possibilities for run-off to contaminate water supplies exist due to the steep
topography. This is offset when production occurs on level or gently sloping river
bottoms or strip-mined locales. Other normal farming practices such as tillage,
waste management, and chemical control of weeds, insects, and diseases could
be limited because of the terrain itself. This is again site-specific. Not all operatio

3. County Council Objectives
a. Mission/Vision Statement

The mission statement for the Letcher County Agriculture Development Council
is: “The Letcher County Agricultural Development Council, working on behalf of
the citizens, is dedicated to the advancement of agriculture as a viable economic
resource and seeks to promote and encourage the innovative

advancement of projects or programs that will expand the agricultural base of
the

county and region. We seek to foster an atmosphere of cooperation and provide



b. Short term goals

c. Long term goals

d. Tactics for leveraging funds
= Regional partnerships

Kentucky Master Cattlemen/Kentucky Beef Network, KY Horticulture
Association, KY State University, Community Farm Alliance, Kentucky Sheep
and Goat Development Office, SE KY Sheep Association, KY State

Beekeepers Association, USDA Farm Service Agency, USDA Natural
Resource and Conservation Service

= State Agricultural Development Board resources



= Other local/state/federal resources

3. Evaluation & Review

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

b. How is success and failure measured?

c. How will the county comprehensive plan be revised?

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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