
F
or many Alaskans living in the Bush, organic fruits 
and vegetables are an expensive luxury. Produce 
that must travel thousands of miles before  

reaching the dinner table is often under ripe or even 
rotten. But in Bethel, one farmer is showing that, with 
some ingenuity, organic produce can be grown  
successfully in the Yukon-Kuskokwim (Y-K) Delta. Tim 
Meyers of Meyers Farm grows spinach, broccoli, kale, 
zucchini, lettuces, cucumbers, and tomatoes, as well as 
raises chickens for eggs and meat. By using season- 
extending techniques like high tunnels and under- 
ground storage, he can grow from early April to the 
end of October, much beyond the typical  
Alaskan growing season of May to September.

“We are much colder, but in my mind what I’m doing 
is relatively simple,” says Meyers. “In a normal farm 
setting, to have to cover everything with plastic and 
put the effort into make things grow like I have to do, 
it isn’t acceptable anywhere else. But they have warm-

er weather, so it’s easier. No one else has to pay the 
amount of money I have to pay to get food here.”

Alaska’s extreme weather combined with its remote-
ness makes it difficult to grow and transport food 
cost-effectively. The Alaska Center for the Environ-
ment studied food security in Alaska and found that 
“according the Alaska Division of Agriculture, in 2007 
Alaskans spent 2.6 billion on food, of which only 1.3% 
was spent on agricultural products from Alaska.” In 
other words, about 98% of food eaten in Alaska came 
from somewhere else. Rising fuel prices also contribute 
to the expensiveness of imported foods, which must 
travel long distances via barge, plane, or truck. If a 
natural disaster disrupted this imported food supply, 
officials estimate Alaskans would have only 3-5 days 
worth of groceries before stores ran out.

Alaskans are ranked 9th in the nation for “very food 
insecure” according to the Alaska Department of 
Health and Social Services, “with 51% of its population 
having reduced food intake and disrupted eating  
patterns.” (Utermohle, Wells, Fenaughty, 2013).

• Population: 6,371 (2012)
• Incorporated in 1957
• 400 miles west of Anchorage
• Accessible only by air and river
• Coordinates: 60° 47’ 32” N 161° 45’ 21” W
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High tunnels are used to extend the growing season
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In 2007, Alaska also ranked 50th in 
the nation for total value of agricul-
tural products sold. (USDA, 2007). 

“We just don’t have the weather so 
we have to improvise by doing what 
I’m doing here with these farming 
techniques,” Meyers said. “I have to 
do everything underground. I really 
feel agriculture won’t go anywhere 
in Alaska until we start developing 
these underground ideas I have here 
because that just makes it possible.”

Meyers’ underground ideas revolve 
around the concept of increasing 
growing and storage temperatures 
without increasing heating costs. One 
of the biggest ways he achieves this 
is with a partially underground barn. 
“My barn is a three-story building 
built into the side of a hill that I 
made,” Meyers said. “I couldn’t do it 
if I tried to do it above ground the 
way everyone else is doing it because 
it’d cost too much to heat. But being 
down in the ground, I don’t have to 
heat it. I start all my plants down in 
the ground in the spring because I 
don’t have to heat it.” 

“The ground is 31 degrees, so if you 
heat to 70 degrees that’s only a 39 
degree differential. It’s too expensive 
to live above ground when fuel’s 

seven bucks a gallon. If I had to heat 
everything, there isn’t a hope in hell 
of making any more because I’d have 
to heat it.”

In addition to his barn, Meyers also 
uses high tunnels. According to the 
USDA’s website, high tunnels are 
“unheated greenhouses that can help 

market gardeners extend their grow-
ing season so that they can improve 
the profitability of their farms.” High 
tunnels protect crops from weather 
and temperature fluctuations that 
would otherwise damage or kill them. 
Growing in Bethel, where the average 
annual temperature in June is only 50 
degree Fahrenheit and sub-zero cold 
snaps in May are not uncommon, 
requires creative solutions to grow 
crops that normally need warmer

“We’re in the unique sit-

uation out here, that this 

is really pristine, virgin 

ground that has never 

been grown on. We’re 

doing everything organ-

ic, so this is really clean, 

healthy food that we’re 

growing.”
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Fresh vegetables for sale in the market 

Aerial photograph of the Meyers’ Farm in Bethel

Fresh produce from the Meyers 
farm
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Tim Meyers was born 
and raised in Wisconsin. 
He spent his youth on his 
grandparents dairy farm 
in Northern Wisconsin.  
Tim came to Alaska in 
the 1970s as a commercial 
pilot and got into con-
struction. He has been 
farming for about 7-8 
years,  starting with a big 
garden in 2004. By 2008, 
he was selling produce. 
The Meyers Farm is 17 
acres, producing vegetables 
and (all winter long) eggs, 
chicken, and Cornish-cross 
chickens.

temperatures and longer growing 
seasons. “The food resources [in 
the Y-K Delta] is the wild harvest of 
everything,” Meyers said. “There’s 
lots of wild food that’s available out 
here, but there’s no one else actual-

ly farming. That doesn’t mean they 
couldn’t be. We could be doing a lot 
of farming out here and providing 
the majority of the food that was 
consumed out here. 
That would immensely 
change the health of this 
region, if we were eating 
a lot more of this type 
of food.” 

“We have the highest 
numbers of colon cancer and diabetes 
because of the imported foods that 
we’re eating. So this could definitely 
improve on those things. Agriculture 

is at the lowest point in the state’s 
history. In my mind, what’s happen-
ing is the entire educational system 
is teaching gardening, and from what 
I see, gardening is a sort of recre-
ational activity. They have all kinds of 
people gardening now but that’s  
never going to feed the state. If we 
had a half dozen farmers that were 
getting interested in farming, it 
would have tremendous impact on 
the health of the state.”

Of the few studies conducted to 
research the current state of agricul-
ture and food supply in Alaska and 
its potential for expansion, most have 
found a small, but determined  
collection of farmers growing a  
variety of produce and raising live-
stock. Meyers hopes to help change 
that by partnering with Alaska Pacific  

University to teach some 
of his season-extending 
techniques to students at 
Spring Creek Farms which, 
according to its website, is 
“located 45 miles outside of 
Anchorage in the town of 
Palmer...The campus is  

located on 800-acres working hay 
farm and forests that sit at the foot 
of the Chugach and Talkeetna  
mountains.” d
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Raising chickens for eggs and meat, year-round

Barn during winter months

For more information 
about the Meyers’ Farm, 
visit www.meyersfarm.net.

“My kids are really 
big into health and 

they look at this 
food more so as 

medicine than food.”
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Food insecurity is an important issue with public 
health implications for communities. According 
to the World Health Organization (WHO), the 

World Food Summit of 1996 defined food security as 
existing “when all people at all times have access to 
sufficient, safe, nutritious food to maintain a healthy 
and active life” (WHO, 2013). The concept of food 
security is commonly defined as including both  
physical and economic access to food that meets 
people’s dietary needs and food preferences. In many 
countries, health problems related to dietary excess 
are an ever increasing threat. In fact, malnutrition and 
food borne diarrhea are becoming a double burden. 
Food security is a complex sustainable development 
issue linked not only to health through malnutrition, 
but also to sustainable economic development, the 
environment, and trade.

In looking at food security, there are three primary 
components to consider and question: 

1. Availability of food - Is there an adequate food 
supply available on a consistent basis?  

2. Accessibility to food - Can appropriate foods for  
a nutritious diet be obtained by using local  
resources?

3. Use of food - Is there an adequate knowledge of 
basic nutrition and food use? Is there adequate 
water and sanitation for food production, food 
handling, and food preparation?

Between 2004-2006, Alaska ranked 15th in the nation 
in overall food insecurity, with 12.6% of the popula-
tion having difficulty with food access without reduced 
food intake. The state ranked 9th in the nation for 
“very low food security,” with 51% of its population 
having reduced food intake and disrupted eating 
patterns (Utermohle CJ, Wells RS and A Fenaughty, 
2013). d

alaska food production and importation

   more on food security

Alaska is a state with a northern climate and 
diverse weather. The average growing season 
is short, being approximately 100 days. Most 

farming in Alaska is in the Matanuska Valley area, 
about 40 miles northeast of Anchorage, or on the  
Kenai Peninsula, about 60 miles southwest of  
Anchorage.

Alaska is remote from the lower 48 states. Most food 
is imported to meet the local needs, traveling 3,000 
or more miles to reach the shelves. According to the 
Alaska Farm Bureau, if food imports were suddenly 
cut off for Alaska, the groceries in the stores would 
only last approximately 3 - 5 days. 

Alaska’s local food systems are not up to the challenge 
of supplementing a lapse in imported food. According 
to the Alaska Division of Agriculture, Alaskans spent 
$2.6 billion on food in 2007, of which only 1.3% was 
spent on agricultural products from Alaska. In order 

to increase food security and decrease reliance on 
imported food, specific ways need to be identified to 
strengthen food systems in Alaska (Alaska Center for 
the Environment, 2013).

The vastness of Alaska also poses a challenge. It is dif-
ficult to get food to the different areas and villages. As 
a result, store-bought food is quite expensive, particu-
larly in the “bush” (rural areas). d
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d  Alaska Center for the Environment’s Local Food Campaign 
http://akcenter.org/sustainable-communities/local-food

d  Fazzino DV and PA Loring. 2009. From Crisis to Cumulative Effects: Food Security Challenges in 
Alaska. NAPA Bulletin 32:1; 152-177. Retrieved from: http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1556-
4797.2009.01033.x/pdf

d  High Tunnels 
http://www.hightunnels.org/

d  Natural Resources Conservation Service: Seasonal High Tunnels for Crops 
http://www.ak.nrcs.usda.gov/programs/Seasonal%20HighTunnel%20QandA.html

d  Spring Creek Farms in Palmer, Alaska: An Environmental Learning Center 
http://www.springcreekfarmak.org/

d  United States Agricultural Department. 2007. Historical Highlights: 2007 and Earlier Census Years. Retrieved 
from: http://www.agcensus.usda.gov/Publications/2007/Full_Report/Volume_1,_Chapter_1_State_Level/Alas-
ka/st02_1_001_001.pdf

d  University of Alaska Fairbanks (UAF) Cooperative Extension Service 
http://www.uaf.edu/ces/

d  University of Alaska Fairbanks (UAF) Cooperative Extension Service: Agriculture Media 
http://www.uaf.edu/ces/ah/

d  University of Alaska Fairbanks (UAF) Cooperative Extension Service: Food for Thought 
https://www.uaf.edu/ces/districts/juneau/food-security-emergency-p/food-for-thought/
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