
0

$50M

$100M

$150M

$200M

2024202320222021202020192018201720162015201420132012

What’s at Stake?
Granite Staters are reliant on the global food supply chain for over 90% of their food. When the global food supply chain is 
disrupted from extreme weather disasters, geopolitical forces, economic issues, workforce deficiencies, and other issues, 
shortages of food occur and put residents at risk. A reason for New Hampshire’s reliance on the global food supply chain: 
limited start-up financing for food producers is restrictive, leaving many local fishermen and food entrepreneurs without 
access to capital. For decades, access to capital for the agriculture, seafood, and food production industries in New 
Hampshire has been offered by only a few lenders, due to the inherent risk and lack of understanding of these industries. 
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issue brief

Purpose: To understand the ability of farmers and food businesses to find and acquire financial resources, such
as loans, grants, or other investments, in support of long term viability of their businesses.

Current Conditions: Financing Farmland & Farms
Farmers, fishermen, and food producers can access 
capital through several sources: federal funding (direct 
or indirect), lenders, nonprofits, private investors, and 
crowdfunding. The average direct USDA federal funding 
for New Hampshire producers between 2022-2024 
totaled over $12.7 million. 

Financiers recognize the need to shift their approaches 
to better support the unique financing needs of farms, 
such as tailoring loan structures, flexible terms, and 
building capital stacks with public and private sources. 
However, the majority of financiers have continued 
business as usual; offering terms that negatively impact 
affordability and a farm’s ability to maintain positive 
cash flow. 

Furthermore, there are limited assets available for 
match funding for federal or state grants and limited 
collateral requirements beyond farmland; often loan 
structuring deals are extractive to the personal wealth of 
farmers and food producers. Financiers need to increase 
education to farmers, as most farm borrowers do not 
understand how the relationship between the right 
capital, at the right time, with the right structure and 
provider, can impact their business.

usda business programs investments in new hampshire, 2012-2024
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Loan Funds - Direct
Grants

USDA Rural Development makes many types of investments in agriculture and food systems. From 2012 to 2015, New Hampshire farms and businesses received an 
average of $6.2 million per year. From 2016 to 2020, New Hampshire farms and businesses received an average of $3.2 million per year.
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$6.8M $2.4M $9.3M $6.4M $7.9M $1.4M $1.4M $1.8M $3.9M $7.5M
$24.8M

$158.2M

$18.4M

Loan Funds - Guaranteed
The Inflation Reduction Act of 2022 
led to major investments in New 
Hampshire, particularly for meat 
and poultry processing expansion.

https://www.rd.usda.gov/rural-data-gateway/rural-investments/program-areas
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Lower risk,
lower reward

$

SUB DEBT
ROYALTY 

FINANCING EQUITY

Community-based Lenders/ 
Revolving Loan Funds
Collateral and/or cash flow based, 
mission driven
EXAMPLES: New Hampshire Community Loan Fund, 
Black Farmers Fund, NH Agrarian Commons, 
Cooperative Fund of the Northeast, Dirt Capital 
Partners, Foodshed Capital

Angel Investors and 
Venture Capital
High risk tolerance, ownership 
position, requires exit strategy 
EXAMPLES: Northern New England Women’s Investor 
Network, Rines Angel Fund, ECoast Angels

State and Federal Government
Collateral driven, looks at past performance
EXAMPLES: Farm Service Agency, USDA, Small Business 
Administration, Community Development Finance 
Authority

Grants
Potentially risky to funder,  
but no repayment required  
by grantee
EXAMPLES:  USDA Rural Development, 
Community Development Finance 
Authority, American Farmland Trust

Banks
Risk averse,  
collateral based

Near Equity/Royalty Lenders
Sub debt, royalty financing, not collateral 
dependent, risk tolerant, no ownership dilution
EXAMPLES: Flexible Capital Fund, Fair Food Fund 

Higher risk,
higher reward

DEBT CONVERTIBLE 
DEBT

Program-Related Investments
From philanthropic organizations, mission 
driven, equity or debt, less than market returns 
EXAMPLE:  Foundations

Boot-strapping 
Vendor/customer 
financing and growth 
from cash flow

Peer-to-Peer Lending 
Online lenders
EXAMPLES: Steward, Crowdfund 
MainStreet

Traditional
Ag Lenders
EXAMPLES: Farm 
Credit East, Co-
Bank, Banks
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new hampshire capital continuum

Challenges and Opportunities: Financing Farmland & Farms

challenges

  Loan underwriting criteria follows strict  
  requirements, including regulations, lender’s 
  policy, and low leverage loans, etc. This needs to  
  be reworked to support entrepreneurs who  
  historically have not had access to most sources  
  of capital.

  There is a need for lenders to better balance risk,  
  profit, and impact in a way that benefits food and  
  farm borrowers or the community.

  Funding from government and philanthropic  
  entities presents challenges, such as short-term 
   programs, fund management, high reporting  
  requirements, limited funding in certain locations,  
  etc.

  There is not enough flexible capital to offer very  
  low interest loans and/or forgivable loans for early  
  stage businesses and start-up funding.

opportunities

  In late 2024, the USDA’s Farm Service Agency  
  rolled out new lending policies that allow for  
  greater flexibility for their loan programs (i.e.,  
  three years of interest only).

  Expanding current, university-led research and  
  communications to educate Granite Staters about 
   the community, economic, health, and social   
  contribution of the food system will support  
  proactive policy, such as tax exemptions and  
  abatements or start-up funds and incentives for  
  farms.

  Some lenders are aware of on-farm climate  
  solutions and practices that lead to healthy food  
  production.

  Increase business and financial technical  
  assistance and coaching from providers with farm  
  and food business expertise, with funding to pay  
  for these services.

New Hampshire’s capital continuum is based on the framework 
developed by the Flexible Capital Fund, based in Vermont.

http://www.rurdev.usda.gov/NH-VTHome.html
http://www.vsjf.org/what-we-do/flexible-capital-fund
http://www.fairfoodnetwork.org/fairfoodfund
https://www.farmcrediteast.com/
https://www.farmcrediteast.com/


Current Conditions: Financing Food Businesses
Typically, a food business sources capital through 
traditional main street lenders and online lenders. In 
the start-up phase, they may seek funding from private 
investors, crowdfunding (including from family and 
friends), and self-funding. There is limited federal 
funding, direct or indirect, for food businesses. 

Borrowing from online lenders is not always in the 
best interest of a food business. For example, many 
business owners use a point-of-sale system for their 
business. Once a business reaches a steady sales level, 
the point-of-sale software evaluates the data and 

provides the business owner with a loan offer based 
on their payment volume and frequency. This offer is 
tempting to a business owner in a situation where an 
influx of fast cash seems like a good idea, and with a few 
keystrokes, a loan is secured, often with a higher loan 
rate and terms that may not be in the best interest of the 
business. Without proper financial management, a loan 
decision like this can stress daily cash flow even more 
and given the online nature of the loan, the important 
personal relationship between the lender and the 
business owner does not exist.
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Challenges and Opportunities: Financing Food Businesses

challenges

  Food businesses need more affordable funding  
  for livable wages, equipment, facilities, and  
  working capital for operations to ramp up or scale.

  Existing programs to support food businesses  
  have room for improvement. For example, the  
  USDA offers grants but the programs are complex  
  and require upfront expenses from applicants,  
  which is not conducive to aiding businesses.

  Service providers can improve their focus on  
  coaching and guiding entrepreneurs, offering  
  practical solutions rather than the personal biases  
  that food entrepreneurs have experienced.

  Financing gaps exist for slower-growing, lower- 
  margin food system businesses.

  Patient capital is needed; lenders and investors  
  who do not specialize in the food sector lack  
  understanding of the time it takes to break even.

opportunities

  Advisory boards can support business owners  
  with risk mitigation, access to markets, investors,  
  and growth strategies.

  Business coaching providers, like Small Business 
   Development Centers (SBDC), SCORE, and UNH 
   Extension, exist and are available to provide  
  support. However, they would benefit from  
  greater understanding of the unique needs and  
  challenges facing food businesses.

  Expanding current, university-led research and  
  communications to educate Granite Staters about 
   the community, economic, health, and social  
  contribution of the food system will support  
  proactive policy, such as tax exemptions and  
  abatements or start-up funds and incentives for  
  food businesses.
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Summary
The opportunities identified in this brief either exist and need to be expanded or are being discussed and need to be 
acted on in the short-term. Lenders and other financiers focused on farm lending meet several times a year to un-silo 
and collaborate, but often question whether they have made enough impact to support long term farm viability. Service 
providers are limited and often overwhelmed in their ability to support the needs of farmers. Food businesses are often 
left out of the many opportunities available to farmers to get service provider support and governmental or non-profit 
grants.

Increasing the percentage of locally-produced food requires a whole system approach. This includes increasing flexible 
and patient capital, in combination with supportive policies and food business expertise for farmers and food producers. 
The recommendations layout key actions that can be accomplished with lenders, funders, investors, and governmental 
agencies working together, in collaboration with service providers and policy makers, to support farms and food 
businesses with equitable access to capital and economic security.

Recommendations
  Conduct research to demonstrate the investment value of the food system. Unlock public and private financing  
  and investment by supporting research that details the state and value of the New Hampshire food system through  
  the lenses of health, tourism, climate resilience, and more.

  Increase flexible lending practices and policies for farms and food businesses. Bring together public and  
  private financiers to instill more flexibility in lending practices and policies for farms and food businesses.

  Provide farms and food businesses financial incentives through state policy. Develop state policy that provides  
  farms and food businesses with tax exemptions and abatements, start-up funds and incentives, business technical  
  assistance, and credit enhancements.

  Develop allocations for farm and food businesses to access low-cost financing. Explore opportunities for state,  
  federal, and private funders and investors to develop allocations or reduce administrative burdens for farm and  
  food businesses to access low-cost financing through organizations like the New Hampshire Business Finance  
  Authority, the NH Community Development Finance Authority, the USDA, foundations, and community investment  
  funds.

  Develop business coaching provider training programs specific to farm and food businesses. Develop or enlist  
  expertise, like the Hirshberg Entrepreneurship Institute, for business coaching provider training programs to help  
  them understand farm and food business models and financials. Explore the Community Reinvestment Act (CRA), a  
  federal law that encourages financial institutions to help meet the credit needs of the communities they serve,  
  especially low- and moderate-income neighborhoods, as the funding mechanism.
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This brief was developed through a participatory process led by the NH Food Alliance, a program of the University of New Hampshire. 
The brief content is comprised of the opinions, perspectives, and information gathered by the authors and participants, and does not 
necessarily represent those of the NH Department of Agriculture, Markets, and Food or the NH Food Alliance. 

For more information, including references and opportunities to get involved, visit the 2025 NH Food and Agriculture Strategic Plan 
web page on nhfoodalliance.org or scan the QR code on the inside front cover of the print version.

https://www.nhfoodalliance.org/

