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Over the last few decades, there has been a national loss of small-scale, and
family-owned fiber-processing infrastructure. The mills that remain are costly to run and often
have turnaround times of up to 2 years due to high fiber producers' demand. This processing lag
has created significant challenges for fiber producers across the country, who rely on this
infrastructure to run their businesses and make money as sheep owners. This research was
conducted to identify the scope and community dynamics of the infrastructure needs of
small-scale fiber producers in North Carolina. Until this point, most community-based fiber
production research has occurred in the global south. There is limited knowledge in the academic
literature about small-scale wool fiber producers serving a craft and artisanal audience in the
United States.

I worked in collaboration with the Piedmont Fibershed, a local non-profit in North
Carolina, which is working towards building a regional fiber and textile economy. Using a
community-engaged research approach and drawing on field visits, interviews, and surveys with
members of the fiber community, this research examined who participates in fiber culture, where
they are located, and the social and physical infrastructure networks that weave the fiber
community together.

Four research questions guided this work: What location will make the purchasing and
running of a pellet mill feasible? What are the opportunities and barriers to running cooperatively
managed infrastructure in North Carolina? What interventions are producers using to reduce
parasite prevalence and maintain soil quality? Lastly, which community approaches to physical
and social infrastructure development leverage fiber access for consumers throughout the state?

The key findings of this research describe how pellet mill placement should be in western
North Carolina, based on fiber producer density, human capital availability, and a 100-mile
radius of engagement. Barriers to cooperative infrastructure management focused on direct costs
to farms, while opportunities regarded the capacity and potential for human investment in the
fiber space. All sheep producers identified parasites as a key component of their management
practices. There were three predominant land stewardship strategies employed by fiber producers
in land management and the holistic feedback between their land and sheep health. These
included standard rotational grazing, overgrazing to treat invasives and develop better quality
soils and ecosystems, and community grazing practices in which neighboring farms were used as

extended paddocks. Implementation of practices depended on the producer's background and



experience in agricultural settings. Finally, social infrastructure represented how people gathered
in the fiber space, while physical infrastructure represented where people gathered. Bridging
physical and social infrastructure will provide better opportunities for the fiber community to
prioritize development and increase economic capacity.

The small-scale, artisanal fiber community is not limited to the United States. Many
countries are facing challenges in preserving their small arts communities. Collaborative models
designed to meet the needs of post-industrial arts-and-crafts communities will be necessary. This
work represents a first step toward identifying fiber community networks.

Recommendations to the Piedmont Fibershed were crafted based on fiber producer needs
and include education, marketing, and machinery placement. Education opportunities must be
created for both fiber producers and consumers to expand the wool market. Marketing guidance
should be available to fiber producers seeking to expand or improve their economic
opportunities. Milling infrastructure with quality product expertise was desired by nearly all
participants. The placement of a full-service mill must be central to consumers, human capital, a
high density of fiber community members, and should be designed with education in mind.

Identification and recognition of producer needs will enable organizations like the
Piedmont Fibershed to begin creating places and opportunities where social and physical
infrastructure can intersect. The fiber community in North Carolina is formed and run by
small-scale producers who create fiber out of passion and are largely arts-driven. The needs of
these producers must be considered and centered within fiber communities as we move forward
creating baseline data on small-scale fiber production and determine how to organize and support

all small-scale producers.
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Introduction

Global History of Textile and Fiber Production

Textile production, and thereby fiber production, has long been a source of economic
prosperity around the world. Over time, the predominant region for global sourcing of textiles
has shifted. Eighteenth century Europe saw the decline of cottage-style production, in which the
bulk of home-use textiles were made locally, or within the home (History Guild, 2022). These
roughspun clothes were hand woven, and often wools were spun by hand. While both cotton and
wool are grown in England, textiles were often made of wool. Tenant farming, or land leasing by
sheep farmers, would have been a common feature of the landscape during this time. Land
owners would rent out grazing access, and flocks would reside there.

In the nineteenth century, textile producers in Europe saw the rise of factory work in
localized communities, often sourcing from their surrounding farms (Wikipedia Contributors,
2019). Entering the twentieth century, industrial facilities powered by steam engines began to
grow, pulling in farmers and other unskilled laborers from rural areas to major city centers
(Farwell & Kowalewski, 2022). These facilities largely used regional fibers, and their products
were sent and traded internationally. Textile production during this time in the eastern United
States began to thrive. The successes largely came from textile needs during World War 1, and
they continued to grow after the war had ended (Glass, 2006). The state of North Carolina was
among the top textile producers of cotton and cotton textiles in the United States until the late
1980’s (Glass, 2006). Around this time, textile manufacturing began to move overseas, with the
availability of cheap labor forces and large populations (Global Value Chains Center, 2012). This
was largely caused by the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) which went into
effect in 1994 (Federal Register 2019). After NAFTA went into effect in 1994, North Carolina
lost approximately 100,000 textile related jobs (Glass et al., 2006). Environmental regulations
developed in the late 20th century regarding air and waste water pollution contributed to
manufacturers moving overseas where they could take advantage of unregulated regions and
communities (Glass et al. 2006).

With this shift, fibers began to be sourced from overseas producers. There became a

distinct decline in fiber demand from Europe and the United States. For multiple decades,



American manufactured textiles have been a luxury and a key feature of some American brands.
United States textile manufacturing today remains minimal, and with the rise of plastic-derived

fibers, sourcing often does not come from local natural fiber producers.

Small-Scale Production and the Fiber Economy

Underlying the past 200 years of global textile manufacturing, local fiber culture has
stubbornly remained. The production of fiber for use by artists and craftspeople is a small but
prevalent economy. Around the United States, there are numerous fiber festivals, associations,
and groups that draw in tens of thousands of participants. These craftspeople are associated with
universities, old farming families, new age crafters, knitters, felters, spinners, dyers, and milling
infrastructure owners, among many others. The largest sheep and wool festival in the United
States is the New York Sheep and Wool Festival in Rhinebeck New York, which was expected to
draw more than 30,000 visitors in two days in 2025 (Hochwald, 2025; Adams, 2022; Kelley,
2007). There is a growing demand for a natural fiber economy, one that prioritizes regional
sourcing, and fiber quality that comes with independence from fast fashion. Many producers and
people within the fiber space have seen a large increase in interest and participation by younger
people.

An economy rooted in craft allows both small farms and artisans to cooperate on the
quality and use of the wool. Most wool fiber producers sell directly to the buyer, and the buyer is
often the end user of the wool. Industrial manufacturing of wool occurs over many supply-chain
steps. There is resource acquisition from farmers, and then it is shipped to a cleaner, who
processes and spins, then it is received by a dyer, and finally is shipped to the manufacturing
facilities.

Small-scale fiber producers are responsible for managing and organizing all of those
steps. First they raise the sheep, and pay for their wool to be processed at a fiber mill. They must
ship the raw and uncleaned wool to a mill that has the capacity and technology to create the
producers desired products. A simplified diagram showing Fiber Processing can be seen below in
Figure 1. Most full service mills have machinery capable of initial processing, which entails
cleaning, doing a second shearing of low quality wool from the fleece, and then preparing it for
dying and carding. This wool, once prepared, can then be sent through more specialized

machinery, where it is sorted by quality for different products. The products that fiber producers



might request to receive back from a full service mill include those products in dark green in
Figure 1. Some producers choose to self-dye their wool, or only require the cleaning of their
wool from mills.

Most mills, however, do not have all the machinery required to create each product
displayed in Figure 1. For example, batting and felt machinery is less common, and pelletizers
are relatively new to the small-scale fiber space. It is important to note, that with the closure of
family-owned small-scale milling operations, many fiber producers will purchase individual
pieces of milling machinery. These producers will typically do one step of the milling process
independently. This is called a mini-mill. These mills are mostly known or found through word
of mouth, or at fiber related events. There is no mapping or formal database for these mini-mill
operations. While some communities might be able to access them, typically they are run by
producers with full or part time jobs in addition to their fiber production, and do not have the

capacity to take on large quantities of fiber.
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Fiber milling is a specialized and expensive process that is endearing to a generation of
people that lack connection to their materials. It is also an ecological experiment. Fiber sheep

come in many breeds. There are between 45 and 47 sheep breeds in the United States that are



recognized by the American Sheep Industry Association, but the actual number of sheep breeds
could be as high as 60 (American Sheep Industry, 2012). There are some organizations that work
to protect the loss of historic sheep breeds by raising sheep for genetic diversity purposes, and
then sell their wool to fund their work through their Shave ‘Em to Save ‘Em initiative (The
Livestock Conservancy, 2024). Additionally, there has been a push for producers to engage in
better land use practices. In many ways, improving grazing practices, such as rotational paddock
grazing, supplementing nutrition, and getting medical care for a flock benefits both the
environment, and the producers main assets.

In past generations, existing as an independent fiber producer was attainable. There was
accessible infrastructure and a direct demand for fiber. Today, fiber producers who largely serve
hobbyist crafters sell raw or processed wool for home or artisanal uses (Burgess & White, 2019).
The greatest challenge to modern small-scale wool production is the availability of fiber milling
infrastructure. Fiber requires heavy processing for use and commercial sale. Most fiber
producers, especially those that are considered small-scale, do not have the machinery required
to properly process marketable wool. Wool is instead sent to fiber mills. Fiber mill costs for
small producers can be exorbitant compared to the worth of the products they receive. Due to
this, their costs to consumers remain high. Many consumers understand this, and are willing to
pay a premium for regionally made products. This, however, is only applicable when they
receive their products. The loss of mill infrastructure throughout the country has placed undue
burden on small mills, which can have processing wait times up to multiple years (Burgess &
White, 2019). The decline of milling infrastructure aligned temporally with the shift to overseas
production of textiles. There has been a dramatic loss of family-owned fiber mills. Those that
have held out and remain operational are extremely costly to run. For many families, especially
those that are aging, the costs to operate the machinery outweigh the fulfillment of serving the
fiber community. California, which has a huge fiber producer community, has lost numerous
family-owned mills, leaving few remaining (Mayeda, 2025).

There are different scales of milling machinery. Industrial fiber mills include those that
work with brands and take in very large quantities of fiber. While the United States currently
lacks industrial milling technology, globally, industrial fiber mills are under-producing given
their capacity. This thesis focuses on small-scale or family mills. Fibershed runs a National Mill

Inventory that was recently updated in 2025. One Fibershed member who was interviewed for



this project explained that the mill inventory “was created in 2015...” when it was updated in
2025 “more than half of the mills had closed.” Producers are left to choose infrastructure based

on cost, distance, and time of product return.

Ecological Impacts and Considerations of Fiber Farming

Fiber and textile production in the United States is a tale rooted in environmental
conditions. Northern states, New England, and the mid-west have better conditions for raising
sheep. Wool quality is largely dependent on animal lifestyle and stressors. When flocks are
exposed to extreme stressors, including climate variability, drought conditions, and nutritional
deficiencies, the quality of their wool decreases, no matter the breed (Tiifekci & Sejian, 2023).
Northern producers, with less environmental extremes and colder weather, are better for the
production of ‘on-skin’ wools, or wools that can be used for wearables (DiMeo, 2023). Despite
this, the south and southwest, surprisingly, does have a lot of sheep. Many of the sheep raised
here in North Carolina are meat sheep, also known as hair sheep. While they produce wool, it is
a byproduct of their actual product, meat. Many meat sheep producers view wool as an
inconvenience, as hair sheep create among the lowest quality fiber. Currently, the United States
has little infrastructure capable of creating value-added products from it, but there is some
interest by US based manufacturers to see this market increase.

The use of wool as a soil amendment is increasingly becoming a topic of consideration as
a fertilizer alternative. Wool, when added to soil, creates better water retention, slowly
biodegrades and provides a long release of nitrogen inputs to the soil in combination with other
management practices (Zheljazkov et al., 2009; Lazcano et al. 2022). Sheep provide a great
opportunity to employ different land management strategies to achieve different environmental
conditions. They are lightweight compared to larger cattle, and do not tear into soils or compact
as quickly during grazing. As small ruminants, they graze and mow vegetation and prefer grasses
to bushes and shrubs, unlike goats (OSU, n.d.). When farmers employ strategic grazing practices,
they contribute more to soils than they cause damage (USDA, 2017). California Lamb has
detailed different grazing strategies with regards to land stewardship, which includes solar
grazing, wildfire mitigation, and other regenerative practices (Goldenberg, 2025).

Farmers are increasingly employing strategic grazing practices and land management to

improve their land's health. Some farmers and organizations are beginning to use managed and



working lands to measure and optimize carbon capture through the development of Carbon Farm
Plans like those outlined by the Carbon Cycle Institute (Carbon Cycle Institute, 2021). Fibershed
is working with fiber producers to identify and improve Carbon Farming Practices and has a
series of resources and information sheets available for producers in Northern California
(Fibershed, n.d.). These resources have not been created for use by fiber producers in North

Carolina, although some information can be found through state agriculture websites.

Identifying a Large Literature Gap

Wool fiber production in the United States has largely been overlooked in scientific
literature. There are few, if any, scientific papers relating small-scale fiber production to
collective and cooperative management in the United States. Most literature regarding fiber has
been written about developing countries and their growing cotton and wool communities, rather
than communities in late-stage, post-industrial economies.

As we move forward in creating data representing a baseline of fiber producers in the
United States, we can better understand how to link regional markets that are in development.
There are multiple organizations that I have come across that are attempting to do this in
localized areas of North Carolina. Their challenge is that they have minimal scope and
knowledge outside of their region. Research is needed to establish a more comprehensive
understanding of producers in the state.

The development of a thriving fiber economy must begin with the producers in mind.
Among the greatest challenges to implementing collective solutions is the lack of data regarding
fiber producers. While USDA and some organizations survey major fiber producers, many
small-scale fiber operations fall under the radar and are not accounted for geographically or
quantity wise, as population estimates are reviewed through slaughter, import, and export data

(USDA, 2026). Fiber sheep are not often consumed for meat purposes.

Cooperative Management in the Fiber Space
Research into natural resource markets have focused on common good issues, such as
forest or fisheries management (Ostrom, 1990). These studies have been conducted in many

regions, and are readily available.



There are examples, not in the literature, of shared grazing issues for fiber flocks. One
example of this is the restorative grazing practices employed by South African land managers. I
met and interacted with two South African sheep farmers at the Textile Exchange Conference in
2025, who 1 was able to discuss the challenges of open grazing practices. They explained that
their greatest concerns are related to shared landscape health. South Africa regularly experiences
significant droughts. Since the 1970’s, these producers have been using their flocks to
intentionally overgraze in areas with the worst drought conditions to bring in nutrients (poop)
and use their flocks' hooves to pack in the seed bank. This creates ideal conditions for rapid
growth when water is more readily available. Their fiber flocks are much larger (in the thousands
of individuals), but more spatially separated. While their management practices do not affect
other producers, employing practices that support a healthy environment also aid the flora and
fauna in the region. There is a misconception that livestock managers do not care for large or
predatory mammals, but many farmers understand that working within a complex environment
requires considerations for longer lasting effects.

Small-scale fiber markets are a collective action issue. Rather than competition over
environmental resources, conflict occurs over shared infrastructure. Competition between fiber
producers places greater strain and stress upon infrastructure managers. The national loss of
small-scale fiber milling infrastructure has further burdened relationships between fiber
producers and mills. This has caused some mills to have long turnaround times, and producers
experience near-constant economic instability. Both mills and fiber producers have a limited
capacity to expand their operations. Between overwhelming demand, and the cost of maintaining
aging milling infrastructure, it is likely that more family-owned mills will close in the near
future. These increased costs and risks will fall upon the fiber producers, and will continue to
impact the larger fiber community.

The key to weaving a stronger fiber economy will be to integrate collective engagement
of fiber producers. This begins with understanding where producers are located, and correctly
engaging different producer incentives for community engaged markets. In many instances,
producers are self regarding unless there is a greater incentive to collaborate. The risk of
financial loss already exists within the fiber community. To force collaboration, the risk of
working alone must be greater than the risk of working together. The fiber economy is already

fragile so the incentives for participating in community engaged markets must be an alternative



to independently selling their products. To create this collaborative environment, there must be
market opportunities, scaling and development that connect producers to their environment and
the end users of their products.

One industry that is already practicing a form of this collective engagement is the
Woolkeepers in the United Kingdom. They identified a large gap between what fiber farmers
were producing, and if that wool was being used. One of my favorite lines by Woolkeepers
founder Jo Dawson is “there is no such thing as bad wool, there are only better uses for it”
(Dawson, 2025). The Woolkeepers engage farmers and markets with an opportunity to improve
the quality of their wool and the value of their products by operating a multi-level feedback
system between their farmers and their manufacturers. Many companies are intrigued by using
UK wool as a novel form of advertisement to their consumers, that most equivalent products are
unable to offer. Even some of the most prolific UK based textile manufactures, including
Johnstons of Elgin, predominantly use cashmere that is imported from Asia. The Woolkeepers
work with farmers directly to produce wool but do not advise or require practices. They take in
the wool, and provide feedback regarding practices that could help improve the value of their
wool as well as certification guidance and assistance for various wool and animal certification
standards. The Woolkeepers pay farmers above the market value for the wool produced, and then
take on full responsibility for the product creation and sales of the wool. They specialize in the
creation of value-added products, and work directly with manufacturers to develop particular
products and reduce waste in the industry. This style of producer engagement is collective, as it
requires trust between producers and the Woolkeepers. It is also ecologically friendly, as it is
taking wool from the land, and keeping it in the region. This is an ideal case example to create

market engagement while also creating demand for wool products.

Infrastructure Needs in North Carolina

Infrastructure losses across the Piedmont region have heavily impacted the fiber
community in North Carolina. Fiber producers I met with in the summer of 2025 discussed the
closures of multiple mills they had previously used in North Carolina after Hurricane Helene and
Tropical Storm Chantal. I was not able to determine which mills they were referencing, but

family-owned mills and mini-mills are often less documented than industrial facilities. These



mill losses contribute to heavier labor demands on existing fiber mills, management costs, and
long hours for family businesses.

In addition to infrastructure losses, many of the fiber producers in North Carolina are
aging. While there are many young people beginning to raise fiber sheep, these folks are largely
interested in fiber crafts themselves, and are engaged in farming as a hobby rather than from an
industry perspective. Understanding the demographics and sociology of the fiber community is
necessary to developing a lasting and efficient market.

With the rise of folk fiber production, there has been an increase in families taking up
animal care for the purpose of having their own fiber source. This artist-centered fiber
production is becoming increasingly common across the country. While there can be challenges
related to animal husbandry as many of these individuals are not trained or educated in animal
care, there is a distinct economic space for these individuals that separates them from typical
fiber farmers. It is currently unknown how many fiber producers in North Carolina began to raise
fiber sheep due to their craft, versus those that have a background in animal care. These
artisan-minded producers will likely interact in a collective space differently than a typical
farmer would. Not only are their background and connections to other fiber producers minimal,
they will likely be strategically inclined to participate in collaborative market opportunities that
can increase their connectivity to the fiber space.

The final known challenge to producers in the fiber space is the limitation of time. The
current political environment of the United States has placed a greater burden on fiber farmers.
Fiber production generally qualifies for less agriculture funding, despite its expansive reach
across the United States. This is due to the scale of most operations, and that the fiber industry
does not reach larger markets outside the craft community. Many grants and funds available for
agriculture have been minimized. At some point, the currently active grants will be used, and
many producers will be left with insufficient funds to survive as farmers. When working with
farmers long-term, it becomes apparent that the nature of fiber production and economic
development cannot be rapidly increased. There are not endless abilities for growth, as
production output is limited to the quantity and quality of wool from their flock. Purchasing
additional ewes is one potential path to expansion, but many farms are heavily limited by the
quantity of help that they receive to run their farm, and the cost of operation expansion. Many

farmers and fiber producers currently sell directly to consumers because it is easier and faster to



part with their wool. Fiber farming and animal rearing is a time intensive process. Strategies to
help develop a regional fiber market must be practiced with time as the most important factor to

sustained engagement.

Methods

Study Design

I first came to this project after attending a Animal Fiber Producer Survey webinar that
the Piedmont Fibershed hosted in the winter of 2025. I reached out to Courtney Lockemer at the
Piedmont Fibershed and expressed interest in doing a masters project on behalf of Fibershed.

The project was carried out using community based participatory research methods,
which is the co-creation of knowledge through mutually beneficial partnerships
(Suarez-Balcazar, 2020). This practice involves engaging in meaningful participation, while
evaluating and implementing asset and strength based research approaches. Extensive
consultations were conducted with Piedmont Fibershed leadership to identify needs, questions,
and community networks. Their Producer Survey was used to identify what knowledge gaps
were explicitly present in the Piedmont’s fiber community, and what information would be
helpful to know about fiber producers throughout all of North Carolina. These consultations were
held over in-person and virtual meeting sessions. These meetings were followed up with
documentation of refined scope of work and research goals.

Between April and September of 2025, field research was conducted through community
engagement and fiber-based volunteer events. These events were participated in not as a
researcher, but as a member of the fiber community. These events occurred in a range of fiber
spaces from fiber weekends, flax harvesting evenings, to weaving studio open houses. Calls were
held with individuals in other states who ran milling machinery, and fiber based collaborators
were identified throughout North Carolina. Conversations that were participated in during these
events were documented and referenced to help design research questions. Themes referenced in
these conversations included attitudes, what issues were most talked about, what ways
participants knew and connected with each other, as well as individual stories about producers
and artists' own needs and desires within the small-scale textile space. The conversations and

community engaged events I attended were integral to my research design, as little research or



guidance exists on how to engage with small-scale fiber producers in the global north. In each
space, it was known by all participants that I was a student looking into fiber infrastructure
needs. However, as my background is both in biological work and in the fiber arts, it was
important to me that these shared spaces were left for collaboration and fiber activities, and not

focused on my research goals.

Community Partners: Fibershed and the Fiber Community in this Research

My community partner for my Master’s project work is the Piedmont Fibershed, an
affiliate branch of Fibershed. Fibershed is a California based non-profit that works to connect
fiber producers to users, creating a regional fiber economy (Burgess & White, 2019). A fibershed
can be thought of in similar terms to a watershed, where communities, rather than topography,
aggregate resources and collaborators that are within their region. Fibershed as an organization is
helping to build a platform that identifies resources for producer use and help with marketing,
environmental advice, and keeping track of where producers are and what their needs are. There
are over 75 global Fibershed affiliates around the world as of 2026, and the communities
continue to grow. The information that Fibershed shares is not limited to its members, although
those producers who are involved gain additional market opportunities and support. Fibershed is
limited in that its main goal is to create a fiber economy. Whereas, many fiber producers, those
who own fiber sheep, alpaca, angora goats, or a number of fiber crops including flax, hemp, and
cotton, are not necessarily prepared to jump into the economic side of fiber production. There is
a lack of data on how to account for all fiber producers, producer needs, or other unknown fiber
challenges.

The fiber community, while robust, is challenging to define. For the purposes of this
thesis the fiber community is made of both producers, which includes those who raise fiber
animals, and those who operate milling infrastructure and fiber users, or those who market and
buy fiber goods, and those who support the fiber community in adjacent ways, like through
ecotourism, or in an organizational capacity. Scale of operation is an aspect of this discussion
that warrants consideration. Moving forward, I will be discussing the needs and engagement of
small-scale fiber producer operations. Small-scale, as I have defined in my work, is any fiber
operation that has between 2 and 200 sheep. These numbers were selected to include hobbyist

farmers who have a small flock, and older fiber producers that can no longer have dozens of



sheep but keep some as pets. The scale also limits the data for individuals who have only one
sheep as a pet. To clarify, sheep are flock animals. It is in their best interest to remain in groups
for safety and for companionship. I do not consider those who have one sheep as having great
interest in engaging in a fiber economy.

The fewer sheep owned, the more expensive care and processing is, and therefore, less
economically feasible for sales. Those who have one sheep likely use its wool for their own craft.
Opposingly, farms that have greater than 200 sheep are relatively uncommon, and likely have the
resources to run their own milling facilities if needed. These larger farms are typically meat
farms, in which wool quality and sales are unlikely to be of value or importance to their
operations. The east coast has few massive flocks. When I attended the Textile Exchange
Conference in October 2025, I had the fortune of meeting fiber producers who had flocks in the
upwards of 12,000-15,000 sheep. There are some flocks in the western United States that are tens
of thousands strong, which can be supported due to open grazing lands and careful management
(Wilderness Watch, 2025). In the United States, large flocks exist primarily in the west and
mid-west, while some large flocks can be found spatially disparate in the east. Based on the data
collected by the USDA in 2026, heads of sheep, or individuals, in the United States sit at around
5 million, while North Carolina has approximately 32,000 (USDA, 2026).

The final consideration made regarding the fiber community is how they access markets
and engage with each other. As mentioned, fiber producers are largely independent sellers who
market and sell directly to consumers. Part of this is due to spatial separation between producers.
Regional hubs, such as the Piedmont Fibershed are vital to market success, but do not fully
account for how the community is developed or operates. The scarcity of milling infrastructure
often requires that fiber crosses state lines to be processed, sometimes hundreds of miles away
(Fibershed, 2016). Due to the independent nature of the fiber community, there are no
comprehensive markets aside from festivals and seasonal events. Most sales take place over

facebook groups or Marketplace, etsy, or through known contacts.

Research Questions
There are four research questions that guide this work.

1. What location will make the purchasing and running of a pellet mill feasible?



2. What are the opportunities and barriers to running cooperatively managed
infrastructure in North Carolina?

3. What interventions are producers using to reduce parasite prevalence and
maintain soil quality?

4. What community approaches to physical and social infrastructure development

leverage fiber accessibility to consumers throughout the state?

The first question was developed through direct consultation with the Piedmont
Fibershed over their interest in placement of a pellet mill. A pellet mill as seen in Figure 1, is a
small machine that can take dirty waste wool and create wool pellets. These can be used as a soil
amendment, and are an increasingly popular way to reduce the trashing of low quality wool that
fiber producers would normally pile, toss, bury, or burn. During the course of community
engagement, it became apparent that while my community partner was interested in this
machinery, fiber producers and other members of the fiber community had other challenges that
were not captured within this first question. The other three research questions were developed

with consideration to full service milling infrastructure needs.

Data Collection

The survey was deployed between December 2025-March 2026; interviews were held
throughout March 2026. 27 surveys were submitted and 9, 1 hour long interviews were held with
fiber producers; 8 of these interviews were held virtually, and one was held on site at one
participant's farm. The study followed IRB protocol #2026-0077, which was approved on
November 9, 2025 and amended on December 3, 2025. One additional informal interview was
conducted with a small-scale pellet mill owner in North Carolina. The survey and interview was
advertised through the Piedmont Fibershed, the NC Sheep Producers Association, regional craft
organizations, and in some online Facebook groups for North Carolina wool producers.

The survey was designed to reflect the needs of wool fiber producers in North Carolina
that had between 2 and 200 sheep. It is important to note that there are many types of fiber
producers in the state. Wool was specifically chosen due to the quantity of waste that is produced
through the shearing and skirting process that removes the most dirty and unusable wool.

Additionally, wool producers are of interest because the goal of my community partner was to



look at waste and low-quality wool for a pellet mill, meaning hair sheep could be included in this
analysis. The survey assessed demographics, sociological background, infrastructure needs,
community engagement preferences, and the willingness to participate in community-run
infrastructure. They were also asked about preferences regarding cooperative milling
management strategies and what factors or services would affect their willingness to participate
in managed infrastructure, such as cost and distance. The interview allowed producers to further
describe the culture and needs of wool fiber producers across the state, and the opinions that

fiber producers hold on the development of a regional fiber economy.

Data Analysis

Thematic analysis was used to help understand and address producer needs. This analysis
is conducted using qualitative data, in this case a survey and interview transcripts, which are
used to identify and sort through the presence of codes that indicate certain patterns within the
data. Theme identification techniques used to answer the research questions followed those
outlined by Ryan and Bernard (Ryan & Bernard, 2003). Themes were primarily identified though
an a priori approach, in which codes were identified during initial consultations with the
community partner and during community events. Some inductive coding was implemented after
the interviews had been conducted through open coding. Coding helped identify patterns and
themes across all of the data, and was then used to connect themes to research questions. This
unveiled what concerns, issues, and opportunities were most important or regarded by fiber
producer research participants.

Location and geographic data captured through interviews and surveys were mapped
using ArcGIS Pro. Maps were created to determine producer locations with regard to current and

past milling infrastructure.

Results

Drawing from interviews and survey responses, this research found the following.



What location will make the purchasing and running of a pellet mill feasible?
The survey and interviews revealed that for pellet mill placement, three factors

dominated the conversation: Producer density, human capital, and a 100 mile driving radius.

Producer Density

Interviews indicated that western North Carolina (WNC) was described as having
hundreds of fiber producers, largely small operations and homesteading families who have
smaller numbers of sheep. Fiber Producer 1 explained in their interview that many wool fiber
producers live in close proximity in WNC, but few talk, interact, or even know each other.
Producer 1’s position within the fiber community allows them to meet with many of these

producers, and they provide networking opportunities where they are able.

Human Capital

Human capital is defined here as the number of individuals in the fiber community who
would be willing and able to participate in the running of pellet milling infrastructure. The
requirements of how many participants are needed for feasibility is solely dependent on the

management strategy of running the pellet mill.

100 Mile Radius of Engagement

Many producers indicated that for a pellet mill, there is a maximum distance fiber
producers would likely drive to access pellet milling machinery. Additionally fiber producers
noted that they have personal interest in the machinery, and would be willing to drive, but for it
to be worth it to them, it would have to be within about an hour and a half drive. Others
mentioned that the foothills east of Asheville would be ideal for this infrastructure, because so
many producers they know live nearby, and would also be interested in using the machine.
Foothills between Asheville and Morganton were specifically mentioned by those interviewed as
an ideal place for this machinery. When asked about their likelihood of using pellet

infrastructure, 74% of fiber producers valued the cost more than the distance to the pellet mill.
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Figure 2. Map of Fiber Producer Locations in North Carolina.

The blue oval indicates the best location for a pellet mill in North Carolina based on density data
collected from producer surveys and interviews. This oval approximates slightly above a 50 mile
radius at the centerpoint between Morganton and Asheville, along the eastern foothills of the
Blue Ridge Mountains.

Broadly, pellets were thought of positively by the fiber producers. Multiple producers had
mentioned that they don’t personally have use for a pellet mill because they toss their waste wool
into their compost, and don’t have interest in selling it. Producer 4 had praised the product,
saying they “believe in the product wholeheartedly,” and that it is a “way underused,
under-marketed product.”

Through the surveys and the interviews, it was frequently discussed that there was some
interest in a pellet mill. Interest largely depended on the background of the fiber producer. Some
producers with a background in farming had personally looked into acquiring the machinery for

use among fiber producers in their area.



One producer who sells wool products full time explained that they already get their
waste wool and second shearings turned into pellets at the mill where their fiber is processed.

They expressed interest in having one nearby, and explained that:

“ 1 would probably support it... If it's over what I'm paying, but not by much. I
mean... | really believe local economies are the way we need to go. So, if it took
some sort of commitment up front, I would commit to that, but, long-term, it
would have to make sense for me. They package it, you know, I don't know how
they do it, but... It says wool from our farm. And it comes back to us ready to
sell.”

Producer 4

Other producers who engage often with their local fiber economy questioned what the
cost to consumers would be. They could understand a pellet mill being feasible if the pellets
were marketed to more urban customers. They did not think that the pellets would be affordable
to rural farmers and families who would benefit much more from the product.

Some producers were more concerned with what management strategies would be
employed to run a pellet mill. Prior to the survey deployment, the Piedmont Fibershed connected
me with the Western Mass Fibershed which recently began running a community-centered pellet
mill in Massachusetts. In a call, they described their management of their pellet mill. They
explained that many fiber producers were interested in selling pellets and would come from all
over New England to use the machine. No information was collected on how fiber producers
were selling or marketing their pellets, so gauging marketing practices was not possible. The
pellet mill was run on a fully volunteer basis, where producers could sign up for a date, pay a
use-fee, and would help run the machine to create the pellets. This process would take a few
hours depending on the size of the flock and amount of wool brought. The fiber producers would

then take the pellets back to their farm.



What are the barriers and opportunities to running cooperatively managed infrastructure in
North Carolina?
Barriers

The barriers that producers mentioned included shipping costs (to and from the farm),
lack of management plans, regular engagement opportunities, costs, quality of products, labor
needs, and the need for a market for wool. These were largely related to financial and
educational components of fiber production that many producers in the interviews found were

common issues for themselves and other fiber producers they knew.

Barriers & Opportunities to Community Managed Infrastructure

Barriers Opportunities

. Shipping Costs- to and from farm . Interest to participate in infrastructure

a. Producers are spread out but well
connected

b. Year-round, fiber focused spaces

- Cost . Willingness to pay

. Quality of products a. Services (shearing, farming advice,

 Labor quality products)

. Opportunities for collaboration

. Diversity of interests and skills

. Management Plans

. Engagement Opportunities

. Creating a market for wool

Figure 3. Barriers and Opportunities to Community Managed Infrastructure

Barriers that fiber producers considered most important to running cooperatively
managed infrastructure often had more to do with direct costs on farms. With regard to the
quality of products that mills are able to offer producers, expertise and knowledge of those
running the mill is at the forefront of multiple producers' minds. This applied to mills they had

used in the past and any they might use in the future.

“Finding an experienced person at the helm of that fiber mill is what I'm all about.
I mean, I don't have the time with all the fleeces we send out, and so finding
someone that says, hey, I see a couple here that might be better off if we combine
them, rather than keep them separate, or, you know, you've asked for, you know,

double ply on this one, I might go single. That is very valuable to me, and what I



find is that's not available as readily... So an experienced mill, someone with
knowledge is very important to me.”

Producer 4

Milling infrastructure needs largely depends on the goals and products that producers are
seeking out. While some mills might have shorter wait times, they might not have some of the
experience, or milling machinery that many producers are looking for.

When asked about their experience using mills in North Carolina, they explained that “I
shouldn't peg it, because I haven't used it, but... the feedback I've gotten is very inexperienced.
And so I don't even risk it.” Producer 4 went on to describe how they’d previously reached out to
mills in the state because sustainability matters to them. Specifically, that “local economies are
very important to us, and I'll support them any way I can.” However, “if [the fiber mill] can't
provide me, you know, a finished product that's usable, then... I can't... I just can't do it. I can't
afford to do it.” Some described how barriers to them using milling infrastructure is largely

related to the wait time. They said:

“I also don't want to wait 2 years. I feel like I could actually process just as fast as
that rate by hand. So, ultimately, I haven't found a mill to send my stuff to.”

Producer 5

Opportunities

Opportunities included an interest of fiber producers to participate in infrastructure,
mentioning that while producers are spatially separated, many are very well connected to either
their own regional community, or the fiber community. Demand is for year-round, fiber focused
spaces that will allow producers to work with each other and provide further opportunities for the
wool market. Producers are willing to pay for services such as shearing, farming advice, and
opportunities to invest in quality products. There are opportunities for collaboration, and a
diversity of interests and skills within the fiber community.

Opportunities that increase the capacity for community managed infrastructure to succeed
are based on the skill sets and participation of fiber producers themselves. Many fiber producers

found themselves in the fiber space through their interest in craft. Sustainability, product quality,



and using fibers that are produced locally are exceptionally important to these producers. The
lack of milling availability is preventing people from expanding opportunities to develop local

clothing.

“There's a break in the chain where some people produce [fiber] and then there's
no factories to process it into fabrics that we can purchase. And so the local hand
spinners and knitters are the only ones that are transforming this local fiber into
something that could be wearable to someone local.

I really want to support that. I think we could produce a lot of our clothes here,
we're just... Not organized in a way that allows us to do that right now, but we
could.”

Producer 3

Producers often employed different thought processes when considering what
opportunities exist in the small-scale fiber space. Opportunities for collaboration, for example,
stemmed from how producers have experienced the fiber community. One producer explained in
their interview that the fiber community could be exclusive or competitive. It seems that some
producers felt that as an individual farm increased their monetary income from their fiber, they
tended to become less collaborative and more exclusive. Most producers interviewed felt that the

fiber community was a largely inviting space.

“Some producers that I have met have what I like to call the heart of a teacher.
They want to invite others into this because it's their passion.”

Producer 7

Producers surveyed had vastly different backgrounds. Some were from North Carolina,
and others had moved here. Many were spread out throughout the state, with two higher density
areas in central and WNC. Some producers had a background in farming and agriculture, while
others were textile artists, or had worked in fashion. Others still were teachers, professionals,
managers, bartenders, or retirees. Many producers kept sheep for different reasons. Four

producers surveyed expressed interest in raising sheep due to land management. 13 did so out of



an enjoyment of caring for animals, 10 were interested in sheep for wool crafting purposes, and 9
raised sheep for economic reasons. Some producers raised sheep for multiple of these reasons.
Producers' backgrounds and interests in the fiber space influenced how barriers and opportunities

were perceived and discussed in interviews.

What interventions are producers using to reduce parasite prevalence and maintain soil
quality?

Fiber producers implemented three primary practices to reduce parasite prevalence and
maintain soil quality. These include standard rotational grazing, overgrazing, and community

grazing.

Standard Grazing

Standard grazing practices by fiber producers largely described rotational grazing and
holistic land management. Sheep grazing can be very gentle on the land, if managed properly.
Rotational grazing, where sheep are moved between paddocks regularly, ensures grasses do not
become stale and that parasites in the soil do not have an opportunity to enter the sheep's
intestines. Grasses were not grazed below 3-4 inches, and producers ensured that all sheep
received appropriate nutrition, and quality health care.

Sheep were kept on pasture as long as the weather would allow. This looked different
throughout the state, but most producers minimized feeding supplements unless it was necessary.
Most producers took their environment strongly into consideration when discussing their
practices. For many, parasite load was at the forefront of their land management strategy. This is
typical for most sheep and cattle producers, no matter what a person's background is. For many

producers, standard environmental considerations looked like this:

“Where we live, especially in western North Carolina, it's a temperate rainforest,
and that's where these parasites thrive... Keeping them off of the parasites, so
rotating them, especially in the flat areas, which would be even more so
floodplains.”

Producer 1



Sheep’s wool quality is directly linked to the health of the land and the quality of the
soils. While standard grazing practices are typical, it is not without its challenges to the
producers. One producer explained that good management practices add additional costs to their

production, that limits their return on milled goods.

“So, there's just challenges when you think about: these are the feed costs, these
are the fencing costs, these are the housing infrastructure costs to keep my
animals healthy, happy, safe. Happy animals, happy fiber. Keep my... you know,
this is all about this, like, regenerative or climate beneficial practices, so we're
also thinking about our landscape, and how we're working with the sheep, and
they're working with the landscape, and the working landscape, but the reality is
there's, like... just the cost of raising animals does not [work] when you go out
externally to process.”

Producer 2

Other producers described how they work their flock to maintain the land and the overall
health of their soils. Their land, in return, helps provide for the flock. Most producers
interviewed expressed negative feelings towards using supplemental nutrition, from a sheep’s

health and an environmental cost viewpoint.

“I use my sheep to, like, clean up my fence lines, clean up certain sections of the
forest, like if it's getting overgrown with different kind of, ivies, poison ivy,
thorny bushes, things like that.

We try to think in a way that, like, fosters biodiversity, And, we've done things
like, when we had to trim an area, we did tree hay, so we cut branches down, and
then let them dry, and then fed it to the sheep over the winter, and they loved it. It
was, like, a big success, honestly.

And it has different nutrition than hay, so it's a good, like, add-on in the winter. I
get very little hay and I don't feed grain... Very occasionally, I'll feed grain.
Especially, like, if my sheep are pregnant, or if it's really, really, really cold, but

it's not a staple of their diet at all. Yeah, it's not good for the rumen, it makes them



excrete more methane, which is bad for the environment. And also all the corn,
like, I get oats. But all the oats I can get are, like, raised full of pesticides and
GMO, and they're really, like, bad for the planet, so I try not to buy them if I can
avoid.”

Producer 3

Standard grazing practices were implemented most regularly by the fiber producers
interviewed. As most information online and through the NC State Extension relates to meat
sheep production, it is likely that standard grazing is most frequently implemented by fiber

producers throughout the state.

Overgrazing

Overgrazing is the use of high intensity grazing practices to remove invasives and disturb
soil. It is a useful management tool for producers working on lands that have not been properly
maintained. Overgrazing was not employed by fiber producers in areas where parasites were
problematic. Instead, this method of management was used primarily to disturb soil in forested
areas where rooted invasives had overtaken the forest. After the sheep had uprooted the
invasives, those areas were reseeded with native plant seeds.

Sheep grazing is increasingly being implemented in many areas where invasives and
unwanted plant species have overtaken forests and working lands. For invasive species
management, producers would graze their sheep in an area until the soil is exposed. Once major
root systems had been destroyed, producers would reseed with wanted plants. This management
strategy requires precise timing and monitoring for both the health of the sheep and the survival
of the new vegetation. When overgrazing practices are used to remove unwanted plants, either in

pastures or on farms, this is often to improve soil health and biodiversity.

“Normally there's, like, that 4-inch rule, or rules where you want to rotate so that
the pasture's not degraded, but this is actually the opposite, where we do want to
hurt the root systems in these extremely complicated tap root systems of Japanese
knotweed or kudzu... We're kind of grazing for weed management. But also for

soil health.”



Producer 2

On farms that implement holistic land management practices, sheep waste can be used as
a nutrient input. If you graze them long enough, they will begin compacting their poop into the
soil. This strategy, combined with careful paddock rotation, can help build soil quality up quickly
where soils are poor. Some producers mentioned the poor quality of the soils on their lands when
they had first acquired property in the mountains of WNC. Their sheep were actively being used

as a tool to improve their soil quality so they could diversify what they produced on the farm.

Community Grazing

Community grazing is the utilization of neighboring farms to rotationally graze. This was
the most uncommon of the land management practices discussed. Community grazing strategies
were employed by fiber producers within close proximity to each other. They would utilize
neighboring farms to rotationally graze to support land and soil health. This method of grazing,
utilizing adjacent, unused, or fallow lands, involved making an agreement with the neighboring
land owner to use their property as an extended paddock. This benefited the producer who could
keep a larger flock due to access to increased acreage, and it benefited the neighbor who would
get free vegetation trimming and fertilizer in their fallow season. This method was also used on
neighboring lands that had vining crops.

There are, of course, many considerations to take into account apart from who the land
belongs to. These considerations include what crops are present, the amount of labor and time it
would take producers to fence off temporary paddocks, and how many sheep can sustainably
graze the land at once. However, the advantages of this practice, as described by those who
employed it, is that it is possible to implement anywhere there are sheep and farms. This practice
works through cooperative management and planning, where fiber producers can offer their
sheep as a service, the sheep receive grazing opportunities, and fiber producers can supplement

their flock less frequently.

“There's a neighbor in the middle who has a lot of... what is now pasture that he
leases for free for us to, you know, rotate. And it's flat land, which is very rare

here, so it's a lot easier to move fencing in flat versus sloped areas.”



Producer 2

This strategy would enable fiber producers to increase their flock size, increasing the
wool they can process and sell, while helping manage other producers' lands. In addition to
grazing strategies, multiple fiber producers discussed how their land and grazing management
practices were informed by other environmental considerations, including pesticide applications,
animal husbandry care and water quality.

Pesticides appeared in fiber producer conversations in three ways. The first was what
brought people into the fiber space. Many producers described being drawn to raising sheep for
the use of their fiber to make handmade clothing that did not use many toxic chemicals or
pesticides. These producers also discussed their dislike of how prevalent plastic clothing has
become, and sought out ways to integrate more natural fibers into their wardrobe. The second
was what product quality was best for their consumers. And the third was how producers reduced
their overall environmental impacts. One fiber producer interviewed processes their fleeces by
hand and buys fleeces from other fiber producers to sell. They described how pesticides were a
main consideration as their consumers are interested in low-toxicity, low-chemical, and healthy

products.

“I want to find [fiber producers] that don't spray their crops with too many
pesticides, because I want a fiber that's healthy for people to wear, and I want to
work with something healthy, especially if I, like, take the lanolin off of the
fleece. If I'm trying to sell that, I don't want it filled with chemicals, and then
people are allergic to it.

So, for me, I go through, like, a strict process of, like, let me see how you're
caring for your animals before I buy from you.

And if that's fine, then I think that's my biggest challenge, is I'm just selective
on... like, the husbandry, I guess, and then wanting to support the farmer
themselves.”

Producer 5

Humane treatment of sheep was discussed broadly by most producers, who prioritized



their health and wellbeing above their desire to expand their operations. Many producers were
carefully planning their land management in order to provide the best and most comfortable life
for their sheep. Some producers implemented livestock exclusion fencing of water resources
including waterways, ponds, and streams, overseen by the North Carolina Department of
Agriculture and Consumer Services (NC DACS) through their farming division (NC DACS,
2026). Water exclusion fencing was primarily discussed by producers who had larger operations
or who had an environmental sciences or farming background. One producer focused their
operations on limiting pesticides, water resources, and animal husbandry as a cohesive strategy

for land management.

“Humane treatment of the animals is more important to me than probably
anything else. I also am a huge proponent in no chemicals. We're not certified
organic, And that's for multiple reasons, but I would subscribe to it if it wasn't so
arduous and expensive.

We don't use any chemicals on our pastures. We, you know... I mean, I know this
is a huge argument, but when it comes to medications and things like that, I try to
go natural before I go to pharmaceuticals... Even when it comes to hoof care, a
lot of people treat with very caustic treatments to rid of foot rot or anything like
that, and I'm all about, you know, echinacea, or... and I don't... to me, that is part
of the definition of sustainable.

But also, we use, we compost here, so that's all how... that's how we fertilize the
pastures. We are involved with the state in water resources programs, so we've
fenced out our water. We use solar panels. Yeah, I mean, you know, we follow all
the rotational grazing, all of those practices.”

Producer 4.

All producers considered parasites to be integral to their land management
considerations. However, parasites were much more important than holistic land health for
producers who had smaller flocks, less land, or were primarily keeping sheep as pets. In part, this
is likely due to the education that these producers were provided when they began raising sheep

and their overall knowledge about environmental focused grazing practices.



What community approaches to physical and social infrastructure development leverage fiber
accessibility to consumers throughout the state?

Physical infrastructure is defined as fiber spaces where people gather. These are
centralized and established locations that occur on an annual or year-round basis. These locations
are organization or business based, and are not run by community members. Figure 4 below
shows physical infrastructure locations within and outside of North Carolina. These locations
were all discussed by participants in the survey and interviews, and only include spaces and mills
that are still in operation. Mills, while not a location that many producers or consumers will visit
in-person, are vital to the fiber economy, and are centralized spaces of expertise in the fiber

community. In North Carolina, there is an east-west divide separating in-state physical

infrastructure.
Place Location Description Frequency
Brick and mortar store, connected to
Local Cloth Asheville, NC the Blue Ridge Mountains Fibershed | Year-Round
Rural economy revitialization
Industrial Commons Morganton, NC  |non-profit Year-Round
Weaving Studio, makers space,
Piedmont Fiber Lab Burlington, NC connected to the Piedmont Fibershed | Year-Round
Gober Farms Fiber Mill Charlotte, NC Fiber Mill Year-Round
£ |Shepards Gate Fiber Mill Youngsville, NC Fiber Mill Year-Round
-TE Annual Meeting in January, events
& |Sheep and Wool Producer Association |Youngsville, NC  |offered throughout the year Annual
£ |Carolina Fiber Fest Raleigh, NC Fiber Festival Annual
15' Collection of multiple small-scale fiber
producers and farms that fiber
NC Fiber Tour Throughout NC  |consumers can stop at 1 month per year
Blue Ridge Fiber Fest Sparta, NC Fiber Festival Annual
Agriculture Fairs Throughout NC  |Various fairs centered on agriculture | Annual
NC State Extension Throughout NC  |Events offered throughout the year Annual
Southeastern Animal Fiber Fair (SAFF) |Fletcher, NC Fiber Fair Annual
Morth Carolina Mountain State Fair Fletcher, NC State Fair Annual
NY Sheep and Weol Festival Rhinebeck, NY Fiber Festival Year-Round
Battenkill Greenwich, NY Fiber Mill Year-Round
Mountain Meadow Buffalo, WY Fiber Mill Year-Round
g Round Barn Fiber Mill Durand, IL Fiber Mill Year-Round
2 Stonehedge East Jordan, Ml |Fiber Mill Year-Round
% |Frankenmuth Woolen Mill Frankenmuth, Ml |Fiber Mill Year-Round
S Ohio Valley Fiber Mill Peebles, OH Fiber Mill Year-Round
Spirit Fiber Works Cleveland, GA Fiber Mill Year-Round
Lancaster Creek Spinnery Farnham, VA Fiber Mill Year-Round
Green Mountain Spinner Putney, VT Fiber Mill Year-Round

Figure 4. Table of Physical Infrastructure Locations Within and Outside of North Carolina



Type Activity Description Frequency
Online Facebook Groups Used for communication and knowledge sharing. networking  |Daily
Homestead | Used for communication and knowledge sharing. networking | Daily
Preppers | Used for communication and knowledge sharing, networking | Daily
Craft| Used for communication and knowledge sharing, networking | Daily
Agricolture | Used for communication and knowledge sharing, networking |Daily
Instagram Used for communication and knowledge sharing, networking | Daily
Reddit Used for communication and knowledge sharing, networking | Daily
Facebook Marketplace |Used to connect with buyers Throughout the year
Etsy Used to connect with buyers Throughout the year
Non-profit offering education, guidance, and virtnal and
In-Perzon Fibershed in-person community opportunities Throughout the year
Non-profit offering education, guidance, and virtual and
Piedmont Fibershed in-person community opportunities Throughout the year
Blue Ridge Mountains | Non-profit offering education, guidance. and virtual and
Fibershed in-person community opportunities Throughout the year
= Educational program connecting kids and young adults to
=l 4H agriculture Throughout the year
E Craft Guilds Enit Guilds offering educational and social community engagement | Monthly, throughout the year
: Crochet Guilds offering educational and social community engagement | Monthly, throughout the year
E Weavers Guilds offering educational and social community engagement | Monthly, throughout the year
Spinners Guilds offering educational and social community engagement | Monthly, throughout the year
Fiber Services Shearers Service, Guidance Annually
Educators Service, Guidance Throughout the year
Breeders Service, Guidance Throughout the year
Wool Pocl Buyer of wool for industrial purposes Throughout the year
Veterinarians Service, Guidance Throughout the year
Community space that fiber producers vse to educate and
Community Based |Gardens gather Weekly, monthly, throughout the year
Community space that fiber producers vse to educate and
Schools gather Weekly, monthly, throughout the vear
Community space that fiber producers use to educate and
Libraries gather Weekly, monthly, throvghout the vear
Community space that fiber producers vse to educate and
Parks gather Weekly, monthly, throughout the year
Political Groups Advocacy for agriculture and fiber producers Throughout the year
NCDEQ Collaborator with fiber producers water practices Throughout the year
g Other Fibershed Non-profits offering education, guidance, and virtual and
ﬁ Affiliates in-person community opportunities Throughout the year
k=
C= Regional Guilds Guilds offering educational and social community engagement | Throughout the year

Figure 5. Table of Social Infrastructure Networks Within and Outside of North Carolina

Social Infrastructure is defined as the way in which communities interact. These are
decentralized, virtual, or communication focused spaces, in which communities run and manage
groups. These groups thrive off of community participation and are third-space oriented. While
individual types of social infrastructure might be ‘place’ or regionally oriented, their community
is not tied to a particular location. Internet access has allowed some communities to reside solely

online or in a combination of virtual and in-person ways. An example of this can be found in



Figure 5 in the Fiber Services type of social infrastructure, where shearers provide services and
guidance to farmers, but their work places them at different farms throughout the year.

These groups are largely resource, craft, skill, or communication based groups that
connect people outside of the physical infrastructure locations. Social infrastructure provides
networking opportunities to fiber producers and consumers outside of annual or yearly meet up
spaces. The frequency of participation in these spaces varies, but occurs in regular intervals.
Social media interactions in these spaces occur daily, while groups like the Piedmont Fibershed,
or arts guilds have both in-person and virtual events throughout the year.

Physical infrastructure locations, including mills, storefronts, and annual festivals need to
find capacity to expand community services to fiber producers and consumers. For social
infrastructure, developing consistent linkages with existing physical infrastructure is imperative.
Producers in the state feel that there is a large social divide between the east and west. These
producers are often accessing the same types of infrastructure, yet do not feel as though they
belong to the same community. Partnerships and collaboration must occur between these groups,
and the frequency with which fiber events occur must increase. This will provide opportunities
for fiber producers that are experiencing the same goals or challenges to work together in solving
them.

Age of participants in the social infrastructure realm is another defining characteristic of
future opportunities. Many guilds and social groups are led by women who have decades of
knowledge and experience in the fiber space, but are limited by their ability to energetically
show up, problem solve, and collaborate. If social infrastructure was connected in partnership
with physical infrastructure locations, there would be greater opportunities for these older fiber
folk to pass along knowledge and receive support from the community. It would also be an
opportunity to define goals and see where groups align on values. One of the challenges in
building a stronger fiber community is figuring out how to align people with different
backgrounds and expertise. Online, people can find groups they align with in numerous ways. In
person, it is challenging to develop trust in new communities. Partnerships might aid in more
people feeling supported and willing to participate.

The fiber community is largely women run, both in social infrastructure and through
small-scale fiber producers. Unique opportunities are available to the community because it is

largely women and household led. Solutions to problems can be viewed through a more



experimental lens, centering community engagement and interest, rather than market benefits
alone. Because there are numerous entry points to wool fiber production, and many backgrounds
represented by fiber producers, there are opportunities to diversify what the fiber community can

do.

Discussion

This research was conducted to identify the scale and dynamics of small-scale fiber
producer infrastructure needs in North Carolina. Until this point, community based fiber
production research has solely occurred in the global south. There is no knowledge in academic
literature about small-scale wool fiber producers that serve a craft and artisanal audience in the
United States. This is preventing development and opportunity networking for the fiber
community. Identification and recognition will allow organizations like the Piedmont Fibershed

to begin to create opportunities that reflect producers' direct needs.

What location will make the purchasing and running of a pellet mill feasible?

The greatest challenge in placing shared infrastructure for a community that is not well
defined lies in finding where community centers actually are located, and how people engage.
North Carolina is wide, with fiber producers seemingly distributed randomly across the state.
Their operations and flock sizes are mostly small. It is not feasible to have every single fiber
producer come out to use the machinery for a few hours throughout the year. It would be an
administrative nightmare. When determining what factors were most important to producer
feasibility, distance was found to often be less important than other services that could be offered
to fiber producers. 74% of fiber producers surveyed valued the cost more than the distance to the
pellet mill.

Some producers who already sell wool products were largely interested in receiving the
pellets back to sell themselves. Other producers were interested in having the Piedmont
Fibershed sell the pellets and then receive payments at the end of the year as a form of profit
distribution. Many of the producers prioritized a combination of the above options, and were

greatly interested in services that could be provided to them as a membership benefit.



Regarding placement, a pellet mill will be more ideal in some areas due to the three
criteria discussed in the results section: producer density, human capital, and a 100 mile radius of
engagement. For there to be enough fiber to sustain the pellet mill, fiber will need to come from
outside of the 100 mile radius. In response to this I propose that two strategies are employed. The
first is to work with local shearers to collect any waste wool that producers do not want to keep.
A second strategy is to have community centered waste wool drop off locations that can be
collected by the Piedmont Fibershed throughout the shearing season.

My last note on cooperative management for a pellet mill, and a common theme
throughout my research has been, how can we make this work without having fiber producers
feeling taken advantage of? Providing flexible buy-in options and participation strategies, and
integrating producer needs and desires to management is the best option for long term success.
74% of producers indicated that they would be more likely to participate if they could choose
annually between end of the year profit distribution options, either money back or additional

resources.

What are the opportunities and barriers to running cooperatively managed infrastructure in
North Carolina?

In the small-scale fiber space, it is apparent that management of infrastructure must work
to alleviate some of the challenges that fiber producers are experiencing when running their
farms. Milling infrastructure must provide opportunities to farmers while helping them reduce
their overall costs. Any milling infrastructure placed in the state will not be successful if there is
no expertise in the creation of quality products, if producers are seeing year-long turn around
times, and if the farms themselves are struggling to stay afloat. The interviews have shown that
there is no lack of eagerness and passion for more milling infrastructure. Producers know the
capacity of the fiber community and are actively looking to do more and expand opportunities to
participate. The cost and challenges in the farming side of fiber production is what is holding
many producers back. If opportunities for participation and engagement become available,

producers whose values and personal missions align with Fibershed will participate.



What interventions are producers using to reduce parasite prevalence and maintain soil
quality?

The land management techniques that were discussed by fiber producers in interviews are
known practices. These techniques require different understandings of holistic land management
as it applies to various environments and is implemented based on different goals a farmer might
have for their property. Some of the techniques used are ideal for members of the fiber
community that have different land access and income ranges. Community grazing, for example,
might be ideal for fiber producers in lower income areas, where multi-use land management can
improve land and soil health for all participants with minimal other inputs.

This research shows that fiber producers in North Carolina are independently
implementing some key carbon farm planning sequestration practices like those described by
Fibershed (Fibershed, n.d.). While water exclusion fencing is, in part, guided by the state's
agriculture department, protection of water resources and riparian vegetation are also integral to
carbon farm plans. Other carbon farm plan practices that producers employed are nutrient
management, no-till, prescribed grazing, and silvopasture. This indicates that fiber producers
from both agriculture and arts backgrounds have dynamic understandings of their land-sheep
health. With guidance, these producers can continue to improve land and grazing practices to

move them towards fully regenerative and carbon-wise practices.

What community approaches to physical and social infrastructure development leverage fiber
accessibility to consumers throughout the state?

The physical and social infrastructure listed in Figures 4 and 5 are initial models of an
opportunity network that Fibersheds can use to examine what gaps exist in the fiber community.
The fiber community is small and very well connected, but struggles to gain a foothold because
opportunities to interact and connect are limited to certain locations only a few times a year.

In order to develop the fiber community beyond its current capacity, its physical and
social infrastructure must begin to work in unison. Each network has different types of
participants, although some do overlap. In the physical space, agriculture and business minded
people are in charge. These are the people who operate, plan, and profit off of the fiber

community. The social space is largely arts and female led. These members are more community



and collaboration oriented, where their goals in participation include ways to contribute and

build something to be shared.

Recommendations for my Community Partner
Moving forward, Fibershed and the Piedmont Fibershed should focus their energy on
three tension points that were touched on by most participants in both the survey and interview:

education needs, marketing opportunities, and machinery availability.

Education

Create educational opportunities and accessible guidance for producers and consumers.

The fiber community has been rapidly expanding with older and younger audiences'
technology use. Social media has already done the work of bringing crafters and fiber producers
center stage. Now more than ever, there is interest, there is demand, and there is passion for
natural fibers.

This interest has led to the rise of the virtual fiber community. Virtual spaces are largely
separated based on background and age. Younger folks are using media platforms like Instagram
to share, learn, and connect with other fiber producers and consumers. Instagram is popular to
share what people are working on, quick tips and tricks, or instructional how-to videos. It is great
at introducing new people to the fiber community, and sharing information in an easily
digestible, curated style. Families and fiber folk that lead homesteads and create vlogs about their
lives, are popular among a generation that is both greatly connected to their online community,
and looking for more genuine connection in their day-to-day lives. The platform acts as a
gateway for many younger fiber consumers, craftspeople, and farmers to the fiber space.
However, Instagram is not the best or the preferred platform for community engagement and
participation by any generation.

Older folks primarily connect through Facebook Groups and traditional organization
membership networks. Traditional organization membership networks include email chains and
other semi-regular updates where people are not communicating directly with each other, but are
able to stay up-to-date on happenings in the fiber or farm community.

Facebook Groups is by-far the most widely wused platform for day-to-day

communications, questions, and community networking. It is the most organized disaster of



knowledge sharing. There are many repetitive groups, often sharing similar membership, but
having slightly different group goals and rules.

These groups are sorted into larger activity types, like crafting, weaving, spinning,
knitting and crochet, homesteading, farming, fiber, livestock, agriculture related groups. They are
further broken down into regional, town, county, or state specific sub-groups. Many groups go a
step further, and within the activity and region, focus on one aspect of the activity. An example
of this are the Facebook groups related to homesteading within North Carolina. Homesteading is
relevant to this discussion because many homesteaders have meat and fiber sheep, and are not
represented by standard livestock surveys because their flocks are very small. I conducted a
quick Facebook group search for “North Carolina homesteading” and 84 Facebook groups
appeared. A couple results were based out of other areas or countries, and some were
homesteading adjacent (some results specifically focused on finding chickens in NC), but many
were different variations of the same theme. Some of the groups that appeared in the search
included ‘NC HOMESTEAD,” ‘All Things Homesteading NC Group,” ‘Conscious
Homesteaders of Madison County, NC (area ;),” ‘North Carolina Homesteading and Self
Sufficient Living,” ‘South/North Carolina Homesteading/farming/animals,” ‘North Carolina
Farmers, Homesteaders & Gardeners,” ‘Homesteading in Rutherford County, NC and
Surrounding Counties,” ‘Lincoln County Farm, Homestead & Skill Trade/Selling,” and
“Homesteading For Singles’ as well as 75 other groups from that search alone. The scale of
information and channels of communication is staggering and overwhelming. For those that
primarily communicate with other producers through Facebook Groups, it is understandable why
the information they use does not lead them to quality results.

What this shows is that reaching your audience effectively is more of a challenge than
compiling data that fiber producers need to improve their practices. You might have the best

advice, but it will not be heard or found through the loudness of Facebook Groups.

So, what knowledge is needed for producers and consumers?

Consumers

Education is needed to teach consumers about the benefits, uses, and qualities of wool, as

well as why they should support regional producers. Small-scale fiber production is expensive,



and the cost of the products that are made reflect those labor and environmental costs. This is a
vital part of the education that needs to happen. Consumers should understand why regionally
made wool products are expensive, and what the long term benefits are to the fiber community

when consumers choose to shop small and regional.

Producers

Curiosity and initiative were characteristics of most fiber producers I interviewed.
Educational needs discussed were not limited to what individuals needed, but what they saw
their community needed.

Producers need access to environmentally specific guidance on all aspects of fiber
production. The quality of fiber producing information shared on platforms like Facebook is
questionable, at best. But information quality is not limited to social media. Some producers
expressed disappointment in their experiences with sheep breeders who were providing
inaccurate information to people getting their first fiber sheep. Some breeders advertised certain
breeds of sheep as being great for someone looking to get into fiber, while full-well knowing that
the sheep would never produce quality on-skin fibers. Producers had described neighbors,
friends, and other farmers who followed poor or inaccurate guidance regarding sheep selection,
and had lost thousands of dollars when their goals of starting a fiber business did not pan out.
Some sheep breeds, as described by Producer 1 and Producer 9 in conversations, are great sheep
to have as pets. They are well-tempered and cute. And that is where their benefits end.

It is important that the information people have access to allows them to find supportive
networks, and an accurate understanding of what their commitment must be to succeed as a
farmer. Producer 1 had exclaimed that “everyone thinks they're a farmer” but they lack critical
knowledge allowing them to survive in the farming space. Some producers felt that this was an
issue with curiosity, and that some newer farmers lacked the willingness to find other farmers to
consult. Many farmers interviewed described how when they first entered the fiber farming
space, they reached out to many other nearby farmers so they could learn and observe how to
care for fiber sheep. This strategy was not utilized by producers of one specific background.
Both arts-minded and agriculture-based producers practiced this. All who had sought community
education opportunities described how their networks with their local and virtual farms,

including those they initially earned from, were key to their success as fiber producers.



Information accuracy for those entering the fiber space is increasingly necessary as many
younger families and couples are moving to rural areas and taking over farms. They think they
are moving towards what they have been told is a simple and prosperous life, but haven’t been
informed of its challenges.

The issue is largely with social media itself. People are brought to the fiber space through
an idealistic image of what farming is like. New producers then take on more than they can
handle.

Knowledge in the agriculture space is regionally specific. In the types of animals you
have, what practices to use to get the products you want, and what needs your land has for
holistic health. Poor information can be fatal.

In places like North Carolina, the NC State Agriculture Extension Office is a valuable
tool for accessing agriculture information. However, their skill set and knowledge is focused on
meat sheep producers, and does not provide the necessary guidance for fiber producers to
increase the worth of their wool. While knowledge about grazing and land management is
invaluable for the health of fiber sheep, it does not help producers increase their quality of fiber.
The reality for many fiber producers is that they can’t sift through all of the information available
online about fiber production, and are forced to make the best judgements they can.

Moving forward, educational opportunities and information sharing by the Piedmont
Fibershed and by other fiber-oriented groups must be louder than, or at least on par with
Facebook. This includes increased frequency of communications, and different types of
collaboration and opportunities for producers outside of the crafting space. In order to reach a
wider fiber audience, the Piedmont Fibershed has a few options. They can capitalize on the
existence of existing Facebook Groups, and have a defined set of groups they regularly interact
with across multiple activity types and regions.

They can also work towards creating their own communication based networks for fiber
producers and crafters that the Piedmont Fibershed oversees, but doesn’t require direct
connection to their membership. In the last year, the Piedmont Fibershed began working on a
Discord that would be accessible to fiber producers and others in their fiber community.
Depending on their goals, they might create a channel designed for fiber producers to begin

networking.



One challenge with providing education to producers is developing trust with those
farmers. After multiple instances of poor guidance, some producers might be hesitant to take the
advice of groups who are working towards small-scale and regional manufacturing or industry
opportunities. They might feel their needs won’t be represented and considered. Many fiber
producers might be wary of tying themselves to an organization they aren't familiar with, and
whose goals and values are unknown. This is where Facebook Groups find their success. The
quantity of groups is so large and group membership is extensive. For producers, it likely feels
more personal than consulting a website. It is also easier to determine if a group's values and
goals are aligned, as many groups have very clear descriptions in their “About” sections. To
overcome this, flexible engagement opportunities are needed for producers to be comfortable
working with or taking advice from the Piedmont Fibershed. Over time, as producers share and

discuss their experiences, more will be open to participation and collaboration opportunities.

Marketing

Opportunities for producers to learn about marketing, and creating a market for wool products.

Throughout the interviews, two of the nine were full-time fiber producers. These
individuals had fully committed to marketing their products, and engaging with the financial side
of fiber production in a critical way. Many other fiber producers expressed disinterest in the
marketing side of fiber production. Multiple fiber producers explained that they knew they
should focus on marketing and their social media presence more, but it was hard to find time to
do so when so many other things had to be done. Marketing wasn't something they enjoyed or
had interest in doing, so it was often sidelined. Other producers focused on developing
connections with their customers, and felt that the creation of a good experience was more
important to them than focusing on marketing to a wider audience.

These experiences were primarily related to what producers' personal goals were with
their business. Some producers were focused on short term plans and changes in their
management, and had ideas of what they wanted to focus their energy on in the future, but did
not have explicit long-term goals in mind.

The Piedmont Fibersheds first steps regarding marketing should be to advance market
opportunities for wool products through samples and advertising, among other strategies. Once it

is established that a product might do well in certain areas or spaces, guidance should be



developed on what kinds of messaging and packaging producers should use. Fibershed should
also consider offering guidance and opportunities for fiber producers to develop an actionable
business plan.

Many small-scale producers take on the marketing, packaging, and selling of their
products alone, and did not begin raising sheep with the intention of having to make a business

plan or strategize financial investments.

Machinery

What infrastructure is actually needed & where should it be placed?

Many producers in the survey and interviews were initially unsure of how popular a
pellet mill would be, and did not think that it would be feasible to place. They were very
confident that what was actually needed was a full service fiber processing mill. Figure 6 below
shows the locations of the fiber mills used by research participants. The blue dots indicate mills
that are still open, and the red dots indicate mills that have closed within the last 10 years. Fiber
production, as discussed earlier in this paper, is a costly process. It begins with land ownership or
leasing, animal husbandry labor, veterinary services, feeding inputs, and shearing. All of that
happens before wool is hand processed or sent to a fiber mill. Some producers, based on mill
wait times, or expertise needed to make different quality products, send their unwashed,
lanolin-covered fleeces hundreds of miles. One producer interviewed indicated they had

previously used a fiber mill based in Wyoming, which is over 1,500 miles away.
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Figure 6. Map of Mills Used by Fiber Producers in North Carolina

Small-scale fiber milling costs increase dramatically with a few factors. One is distance
from the mill. Producers sending their wool to Wyoming, Illinois, Michigan, or New England
pay a lot more for their end products due to distance.

Another aspect of cost is the quantity and type of processing that producers need. Smaller
batches, or smaller numbers of fleeces, mean a higher cost to producers. At fiber mills, each
farm's fiber is processed separately and to the producer's specifications and needs. Depending on
the land management practices used, breed types, and animal husbandry considerations, some
producers' fleeces require more work to clean, dry, or further process. Additionally, machinery
must be cleaned and maintained between each processing step. Those producers who are looking
to have yarn made, for example, pay significantly more for their yarn than producers who are
only looking for combed wool or roving. Fiber processing at small-scale mills is a heavily labor
intensive process and requires a lot of time from those who operate the machinery. This is also
why fiber producers who keep very small flocks (less than 15 individuals) pay much more than

those fiber producers who keep dozens of sheep.




Finally, turnaround time can be considered a cost for most fiber producers. Many of the
remaining mills have turnaround times up to 2 years. This means that from the moment wool is
shorn and sent to a mill, a producer can expect to not have a sellable product for two additional

years.

Producers and Mills in North Carolina
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Figure 7. Map of Fiber Producers and Open Mills in North Carolina

Figure 7 shows the fiber producers and open mills in North Carolina. The blue dots show
the open mills, and the green diamonds show the fiber producers that participated in the survey.
The blue circles indicate the two areas, one in the east and one in the west, in which a full service
mill would be feasible. The flag labelled “pellet mill” points to the location of a small-scale
pellet mill that is currently in operation in central North Carolina.

In the results section above, three factors were most important to placing a new pellet
mill. These included highest producer density, human capital availability, and a 100 mile radius
of producer engagement. While the location in WNC in Figure 2 is ideal for a pellet mill, it does

not represent producer needs.



My recommendation for the Piedmont Fibershed is that they work in collaboration with
the pellet mill owner in central NC to begin creating marketable wool pellets. They should focus
their funding and energy towards placing a cooperatively managed full-service fiber mill in the
state. Machinery locations should be based on where connections can be made with existing
social infrastructure networks. The location of the WNC circle between Asheville and
Morganton in Figure 7 was selected through interview conversations. Multiple producers
specifically pointed out the number of other fiber producers they knew in that area and explained
that a wool mill in that place would be a great economic opportunity.

In placing a full service mill, however, factors related to human capital are more
important than producer density. Therefore, the Piedmont Fibershed should place a full-service
fiber mill in central NC.

The first reason for this placement is proximity to consumers. Because the milling
process is so expensive, many consumers of wool products are likely to be near larger and more
wealthy cities. Leading education centers in North Carolina that promote fiber and agriculture
are located nearby. Similarly, access to the skills and expertise needed to run and maintain
milling infrastructure is likely more available near heavily populated cities, like Raleigh. The
state's largest fiber festival, the Southeastern Animal Fiber Fair (SAFF) is located in Fletcher,
near Asheville. The second largest fiber festival, the Carolina FiberFest, is located in Raleigh.
Given this, a mill placed in close proximity to Raleigh provides a closer networking space for
members of the fiber community to gather and hold fiber events in between larger fiber festivals
that occur annually.

The circled region selected in central NC in Figure 7 has the advantage of engaging a
higher number of people who are interested in the fiber arts and crafting community. The current
mill in operation north of Raleigh runs with the help of volunteers, but their processing capacity
is low, and turnaround times remain long. Placing an additional mill west of the city will increase
volunteer capacity coming from other nearby cities, like Durham, Chapel Hill, and Hillsborough
that have high student populations that might be interested in volunteer work. Additionally many
crafting communities and guilds exist in these places, and would likely engage in partnerships or
visiting in an educational capacity.

Finally, placing a pellet mill in close proximity to multiple urban centers would enable

the mill to be designed around education and agritourism. Many fiber producers discussed their



agritourism practices involving schools, arts groups, artist residencies, and workshops. These
were related to crafters interested in developing a greater connection and experience with farms
where they buy their wool products. In the case of school-based educational opportunities,
educating and exposing children to fiber arts, and the processes that are needed to create our
clothing is a great lesson in sustainability.

Ultimately, machinery solutions are needed for the fiber community to continue
producing and selling regionally raised fibers. Given all of the challenges that fiber producers

face, for any solution to be successful, it must be creative.

“The system cannot move at the current agronomics of what's happening here.
And so there's a lot of room for change. I think it needs to be at, again, this
community scale, where we're communally purchasing equipment that we need...
We're deciding collectively what that will look like. And maybe it's, like,

alternatives to what's been traditionally done.

But then there needs to be, like, a costing structure that actually makes sense, and
is all kind of reverse-engineered. Like, what are... like, what, as a farmer, do |
need to be able to sell this product for, or have my final value-added product be
for this to be viable? You'd normally start from the reverse, where you're like,
okay, I'm creating a business model, I have this equipment, like, what do I need to
keep it operational? But there needs to be this give and take in this conversation
of both the fiber farmer and the processor, kind of coming together and figuring
out together, collectively, what do we need to make this economically viable,
where both of our margins are reasonable and we can sustain this work.”

Producer 2

It is apparent through my conversations with fiber producers that more milling
infrastructure is needed. In part, to counteract the mill losses of the last few decades. In 2024, a
fiber mill in Michigan called Zeilingers Wool Company closed its operations after nearly 115
years. It had been a central and widely used mill by many small-scale fiber producers around the

country. Most fiber producers surveyed and interviewed had used Zeilingers, and some indicated



that with the loss of the mills close by, they had been priced out of getting their wool processed
at all. Their only option to create sellable products is to do all of the processing by hand.
Most of the interview participants ended our conversation by sharing their hope for future

milling infrastructure availability. One interviewer explained that:

“I'm happy to hear that there's this conversation you know, with fiber farmers in
the whole entire state, and with thinking about the processing component of it.
Because that really is, as you're aware, the biggest challenge. Not just here in this
state, but in every state.”

Producer 2

Bridging the Physical-Social Infrastructure Divide

The Piedmont Fibershed is already creating opportunities for fiber producers and fiber
users to engage with each other more frequently. They have opened a weaving studio called the
Piedmont Fiber Lab located in Burlington, NC. The next step for the Piedmont Fibershed is
capacity building. Ensuring that opportunities for gathering and collaboration are occurring
where people are.

As was established in the introduction, there is very little published information available
about the motivations and background of the fiber community in the United States, and even less
in North Carolina. Some key factors must be considered. Much like in the discussion of where a
pellet mill is placed, the challenge within North Carolina is that the state is over 500 miles long,
and fiber producers aren’t centered in one area.

To successfully bridge the physical-social divide, multiple agendas will have to come into
play at once. Physical infrastructure locations should extend the opportunities of engagement
beyond their current offerings. The Piedmont fibershed should have regular meet up
opportunities throughout the state near both where producers are located and where consumers
are located. Opportunities for people to meet and gather in their areas should be at a frequent
enough interval that they feel there is collective opportunity to discuss opportunities, problems,

challenges, goals, grievances, and to also connect outside of these events.



Producers should then work with the Piedmont Fibershed to determine what their next steps are.
These might include:

- Opportunities for certification

- Collaborative and communal grazing management opportunities

- Increasing the number of fiber events held annually

- Determining what services would be most useful to fiber producers

- Brick and mortar store partnerships

- Business & management plans

Fibershed has the capacity to offer guidance, support, and networking opportunities to
producers in different parts of the state.

At some point, manufacturing opportunities might return to the United States. This
transition will be tenable if there are already fiber producers engaged in quality holistic land
management, and if they can partner, and have access to the education they need for textile
quality fibers.

The Piedmont Fibershed has been working towards expanding its Fiber Resource
Directory and creating a Discord for Fibershed members. Depending on their goals, they might
consider creating an account or channel where fiber producers can network within the Fibershed
space. I think that a method of communication for fiber producers beyond the tumultuous state of
Facebook is necessary to develop and sustain opportunities moving forward.

My final recommendation for the Piedmont Fibershed is something I hope to work
towards in my own work in the future, which is the development of an interactive map of fiber
producer guidance based on environments and regions. Geospatial maps are powerful tools to
help people visualize what their needs are. Most guidance is buried within the depths of
government websites or behind paywalls. With constantly changing regulatory, political, and
environmental landscapes, helping fiber producers navigate opportunities will help the entire
fiber community.

Small-scale fiber producers and fiber community leaders are passionate about the work
that they do, and they love being a part of something that matters deeply to their communities

and to the land. All actions taken to support the fiber community moving forward, in both



education and research, should be done to protect this community and ensure they can continue

to support fiber arts around the world.

Conclusion

In conclusion, this work aimed to provide more context on the infrastructure needs of
small-scale fiber producers in North Carolina. Via interviews and surveys, I was able to shed
light on the dimensions of infrastructure and opportunity needs expressed by fiber producers. As
we move forward in creating data representing a baseline of small-scale fiber producers in the
United States, we can better understand how to link producers and consumers through regional
markets. As community engaged work, this research helps our community partners address not
only where infrastructure is needed and might be feasibly placed, but we now also have the
context needed for opportunities to leverage community-level organizing for small-scale fiber

producers. The development of a thriving fiber economy must begin with the producers in mind.
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