AdvantageWest Announces Grand Opening for Blue Ridge Food Ventures LLC
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AdvantageWest – North Carolina, a regional economic development organization, celebrated the grand opening of Blue Ridge Food Ventures LLC, North Carolina’s first kitchen incubator for farmers and food entrepreneurs during a gala event. The event featured remarks from N.C. Commissioner of Agriculture and Consumer Services Steve Troxler, AdvantageWest Chairman Gordon Myers, and Golden LEAF Foundation Chairman Billy Clarke, who cut a ceremonial ribbon to the kitchen’s doors in front of more than 100 of the Venture’s funders, users and community leaders. 

AdvantageWest Chairman Gordon Myers, who serves as Vice President of Black Mountain-based grocer Ingles Markets, noted that the facility will help create jobs and new businesses. “Many people have an idea for a food business, but don’t know how to get their secret recipe from the dinner table to the grocer’s shelf,” Myers said. “Using Blue Ridge Food Ventures, a person can go from a dream to a loaf of bread or a jar of salsa that’s ready for sale in retail outlets, without undertaking tremendous startup costs normally associated with a food business.” 

Speaking for the N.C. Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services, Commissioner Steve Troxler noted that Blue Ridge Food Ventures will help small family farmers and other growers seeking ways to create value-added food products, which provide higher profit margins than commodity crops. “Just like workers in any North Carolina industry, our farmers must compete in a highly-competitive global economy,” Troxler said. “Having a facility like Blue Ridge Food Ventures where you can add value to your product, by juicing and pasteurizing, dehydrating, cooking, baking or packaging, will be a great help to farmers across western North Carolina, and the entire state. I am proud of the Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services’ partnership with AdvantageWest in making this facility a reality.” 

Blue Ridge Food Ventures will be a support system and full-scale commercial kitchen operation for value-added food production in western North Carolina. The initiative will enable small-scale growers to reap much higher profit margins by selling value-added food products, such as pasteurized juices or dried fruit, rather than raw commodities or bulk products, which are much less profitable for small family farms. 

The kitchen and support services will be available to area growers, caterers and food entrepreneurs for a modest hourly rate, so that family farms and startup food entrepreneurs can make a better living without making cost-prohibitive investments in large-scale facilities and production equipment. The 11,000 sq. ft. facility is located on A-B Tech’s Enka Campus and is open by appointment on a 24-hour basis. The facility is managed by Mary Lou Surgi, who can be reached at: 828-665-9464 or 
mlsurgi@awnc.org. 

Rather than diverting funds from other economic development initiatives such as industrial marketing, AdvantageWest undertook a significant capital campaign to raise over $1.2 million to launch the facility. Major funding for the project was provided by the Golden LEAF Foundation, The N.C. Department of Justice, through special settlement funds, The Progress Energy Foundation, the Z. Smith Reynolds Foundation, The N.C. Agricultural Advancement Consortium, The Appalachian Regional Commission, The Janirve Foundation, N.C. Farm Bureau “Ag in the Classroom” and USDA, The Asheville Merchant’s Fund of the Community Foundation of Western North Carolina, and BB&T. 

The Golden LEAF Foundation, based in Rocky Mount, provides economic impact assistance to economically affected or tobacco-dependent regions in North Carolina, and was the largest single financial contributor to the project. Billy Clarke, an Asheville attorney who chairs the Foundation, said “Golden LEAF is committed to helping farmers and communities make the transition from tobacco dependency. We see Blue Ridge Food Ventures as one way to do this.” 

Blue Ridge Food Ventures LLC is a subsidiary of AdvantageWest - North Carolina, a non-profit economic development public/private partnership serving 23 western counties in North Carolina. AdvantageWest provides a diverse range of economic development services, including industrial marketing, the Western North Carolina Film Commission, MountainSouth USA, heritage tourism, The Blue Ridge Entrepreneurial Council and Blue Ridge Angel Investors Network, and more.

