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9/15/2016 Valley Oaks Wool & Fiber Mill  

81-3832492 

Kristy Levings  

70 Cottonwood St.  

Woodland  CA 
95695 

Yolo  3rd  

 Wool Solutions: Growing Infrastructure, Connecting Producers, Cultivating New Customers 

Kristy Levings  (530) 908-7797 Kristy.levings@yolocou

nty.org 

Despite being a top wool growing state at 3.1 million pounds of wool produced annually, California is a net importer of 

processed wool, lacking adequate facilities for regional processing. Additionally, pockets of wool mill activity, such as in 

Yolo County, face generational changes as mill operators retire. The pool of candidates capable of taking over is very 

small and the barriers to entry for the next generation of processors are high without the support of outside grant 

funding. At the same time, one of the biggest bottlenecks wool producers face is lack of access to adequate 

infrastructure like weaving machines, rug looms, dyeing and other facilities. The next-step processing beyond yarn 

including equipment like rug looms is practically nonexistent, and would unlock tremendous potential for producers to 

maximize all grades of wool, and increase profitability 

This project has four interwoven objectives designed to leverage intense regional results:1)Increase profitability for 

small wool producers in Northern California by providing needed equipment infrastructure opening doors to new 

products. 2) Strengthen connections & coordinate information exchange between individual producers to bolster 

the supply chain. 3)Grow new Retail opportunities for producers by providing both real & virtual marketing platforms 

for growers to sell their products. 4)Teach a new generation of product designers at regional educational institutions 

about the art & science of incorporating wool into their designs and innovations. 



Description of efforts – Anticipated results 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1)Purchase 2 pieces of next-step processing equipment resulting in new products more profitability for wool 

producers. 2)Establish a website that a) provides a platform for growers to communicate with one another about 

production b) gives growers a new online retail sales venue. The website results in growers being more connected to 

one another & to their target customer. 3)Create a Catalog featuring the beautiful work of participating wool growers. 

Sent to a regional LOHAS market audience resulting in new sales. 4)Provide retail space at the wool mill to showcase 

gorgeous wool products created by producers. 5)Leverage Social Media to tell the wool mill story in concert with the 

growers who use it. Reach thousands of new viewers with targeted online media buys. 6)Craft a ‘travelling wool 

exhibit’ teaching textile students at University & Community Colleges, MeetUp groups, and Maker Spaces about wool. 

The exhibit & speaking engagements will spark brand new wool based products and new avenues for sales. 



  Amount requested from NSIIC                                                   

  Applicant Matching Funds                                                        

  Local/State/Federal Funds previously awarded for project  

      TOTAL                                         

Type of Expenditure 

Personnel – list each    Relationship to Project     Number of Hours     Rate of Compensation     Total 

Manage & Mktg Whole project execution Approximately 30 
weeks full time  

15/hour 17416  
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Equipment                     Purpose                                Cost 

Rug Loom  Next-Step Processing  10,195 1 6734 

Travel                             Per Diem                               Number of Days            Number of Personnel 

25 Classes $45/day  25 1 1125  
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Other Related Expense 

Marketing  Website + catalog Click here to enter 
text. 

1 3500 

Exhibit Materials  Exhibit construction  Click here to enter 
text. 

1 2300 
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Provide a qualitative summary, or justification for budget expenditures: (200 word or less) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Technical Objectives 

Responsiveness to NSIIC Stated Priorities (from web site) 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Prior USDA or other Federal Support 

 

 

 

This unique project directly correlates with Funding Priority #1 which aims to ‘Strenthen and enhance the production 

and marketing of sheep and sheep products in the United States through the improvement of infrastructure, 

business, resource development and the development of innovation approaches to solve long term problems’.              

A key problem this project solves is the lack of available processing infrastructure to work with all qualities of wool 

and turn it into viable sheep products. In Yolo County alone, Sheep and Lambs account for over $2.2 million in 

production and is a crop listed in the Top 20 Commodities (Yolo Crop Report, 2015). This equates to over 12,000 head 

of animals with a wide variety of wool micron capabilities. Regionally, a connection of 4 different counties within 

‘striking distance’ to the Valley Oak Wool & Fiber Mill that mirror this situation exactly.In general, the average 

regional wool micron level is between 19 and 25 indicating a tremendous market opportunity if there were the right 

pieces of equipment available to work with a greater variety of coarseness. Besides the infrastructure and business 

development harkening back to Funding Priority #1, this project also fulfills Funding Priority #5: ‘Enhance the sheep 

industry by coordinating information exchange and by seeking mutual understanding and marketing within the 

industry community”. With this grant money, this project will open up new doors on web platforms for producers to 

communicate with one another. Additionally, the mill itself is a hub of in-person exchanges and opportunities. Besides 

the bulletin board and verbal connections, a bi-monthly newsletter will go out to producers sharing the latest industry 

and mill news. And finally, this project also aligns with Funding Priority #4 to ‘Promote marketing of sheep and sheep 

products through an organized method that can measure tangible results”. This project has identified a unique 

population underserved by local wool efforts: product designers. This region is home to 6 different institutions of 

higher learning, all of whom have textiles coursework. But none have direct connection to a wool mill or to wool as a 

potential fiber to practice and learn on. Additionally, the rise of MeetUp groups and Maker Spaces dedicated to 

design work are perfect opportunities to awaken entirely new niches to the wonders of wool. This project reaches 

these populations by creating a ‘Travelling Wool Exhibit’ and teaching/evangelizing the nuances of wool production 

and use. 

 

Click here to enter text. 

Grant Match includes in-kind services and salary provided for all personnel by principal investigators (in- kind total 

$15537) plus $10,000 in additional available cash for a total available grant match of $25,537.   The equipment to 

alleviate the regional processing bottleneck plus the shelving to help sell finished product is the biggest cost category. 

The mill will provide 100% of additional equipment and software in a separate investment. All processing equipment 

prior to weaving including washing, scouring, carding, skeins, etc. will be made available by Valley Oaks Mill.    The cost 

for marketing and exhibit materials includes the website development, and constructing the ‘Travelling Wool Exhibit’. 

Grantee expects to continue using equipment and marketing materials beyond grant to further promote grant 

objectives, and build on successes.   



Identification and significance of the issue being addressed 

                                                                                                                                                                

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What are the goals to be achieved with this grant funding? 

                                                                                                                                                                

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Valley Oak Wool & Fiber Mill project has 6 measurable outcomes it will achieve: With new equipment such as 

weaving machines and rug looms, the mill will add 4-10 new products for wool producers including:  XXXXXXX. 

Results gathered via internal mill tracking. With online platforms, the project will see 100 new exchanges between 

producers on important subjects like breeding, yarn usage, new product creation, sales techniquest, and others. 

Results tallied via internal web tracking. Real & Virtual ‘Retail Launchpad’ will generate more than $5,000 in sales. 

Results verified via internal mill sales tracking. ‘Travelling Wool Exhibit’ will encompass at least 25 shows over an 18 

month period. Results gathered via end of class surveysValley Oak Wool & Fiber Mill will host a ‘Designer Days’ 

open houses for designers to learn about the wool mill process, and products they could incorporate in their 

designs. Impact measured by attendance records and qualitative interviews. Catalog featuring the work of Valley 

Oak’s community of producers sent to at least 200 contacts annually. Catalog recipients verified by mailing list and 

proof of mailing.  

This project addresses 3 main issues: 1) lack of infrastructure and appropriate equipment to deal with variety of 

wool or create new wool products 2) the need for new pathways to profitability for wool producers, and 3) lack of 

awareness in new designers on the availability and qualities of wool. The lack of infrastructure and appropriate 

equipment affects countless wool producers in a 4 county region. Without specialized equipment for next-step 

processing like weaving or rug looms, they are limited only to the hand-knitting community as their target market. 

But with the addition of equipment, they can produce an additional 4-10 products, instead of the 1 yarn based 

product line. This opens up brand new sales avenues that were previously unattainable. Education is the foundation 

of sales to new niche markets. A key issue facing regional wool sales is the lack of knowledge new niche market 

buyers have about the extraordinary features wool offers. This project helps remedy this situation by teaching 

brand new segments of wool buyers about the durability, water repellency, stain resistance, moisture absorbency, 

and resistance to flame that wool is renowned for. Case in point, the American Sheep Industry Association studies 

have proven wool’s ability to absorb up to 30% of its body weight and be flame retardant up to 600 degrees 

celsious. Marketing information like this, combined with its obvious potential for beautiful design, translates into 

new avenues of sales and growth for regional wool growers. 



Work Plan – Task,  Methodology, Individual responsible, and location where work will be done. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Related Research or other efforts in this area of which you are aware, including an analysis of the 

competitive landscape if the award is for a commercial application. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

January-April 2017: Install new equipment, attend local trade shows to connect with producers, do at least 1 

travelling wool exhibit class, establish new website, perform extensive social media outreach, establish ‘Retail 

Launchpad’ space at Valley Oak, gather needed grant goal meeting data    May- July 2017: Full production on 

new equipment, perform at least 10 more ‘travelling wool exhibit’ classes. Planning & preparation for ‘Designer 

Days’, begin designing first catalog, intensive social media outreach, gather needed grant goal meeting data     

August 2017: Full production on new equipment, host first ‘Designer Days’, continue design of first catalog, 

intensive social media outreach, gather needed grant goal meeting data    September- December 2017: Full 

production on new equipment, print and mail new catalog, teach 10 more classes with the travelling wool 

exhibit, intensive social media outreach, gather needed grant goal meeting data     January-June 2018: Full 

production on new equipment, teach 4 more classes with travelling wool exhibit, gather needed grant goal 

meeting data 

Currently, there are 4 small wool mills serving our target population: Yolo Wool Mill, Oakhurst, and Morrow 

Fleece Works, Mendocino Wool Project. Each mill processes between 8,000 and 10,000 pounds of wool per 

year and produce woolen yarns targeting the hand knitting community.  

For the Northern California wool market, none of these mills will feature the added ‘next-step’ processing 

equipment creating the current bottleneck. Specifically weaving machines and mechanical rug looms.  

Additionally, the operator of Yolo Wool Mill is retiring leaving a gap in service for upper eastern California wool 

producers. A new, upgraded facility with the right equipment and outreach capability will make all the 

difference for producers.  

Valley Oak Wool & Fiber Mill is poised to step into the needed market space in the Sacramento Valley region for 

wool producers. The owner has studied under the masters of wool mill production for over 8 years, and 

intimately knows the people and producers needed to maximize this market space. Additionally, the proprietor 

of Valley Oak has studied fiber arts design professionally and knows how little wool education is incorporated 

into the textiles degree programs.  

This funding, combined with the knowledge, network, and perfectly central location for wool producers 

translates into incredible success for this needed project.  

 



Background and rationale (citation of publications if any)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Relationship to industry, including technical, economic and social benefit 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The technical benefits of this project are centered on the access wool producers will have to new processing 

equipment, and subsequently new products that they didn’t have before. The Valley Oak Wool & Fiber Mill has 

the potential to process greater than 10,000 lbs of raw wool annually.  

From an economic standpoint, those 10,000 lbs of raw wool is $2/lb to the grower for ‘greasy wool’ as it walks 

in the door. With yarn, producers increase the value to $30-$35/pound. This project goes beyond the yarn stage 

to create woven knit fabrics and rug looms. The worth of which increases the wool to $40/pound or more.  

But more importantly, the equipment and marketing are designed to open up brand new channels of sales. 

Wool producers processing and marketing their own wool products will have the opportunity to move more 

inventory, more quickly. Socially, this has the potential to increase the number of producers, and strengthen 

their economic outlook 

In February of 2014, the non-profit group ‘Fibershed’ based in Sonoma County, CA released a detailed 

Feasibility Study outlining the need and potential of a Wool Mill that had additional processing equipment. 

Their market research indicates that wool, as a textile, is on a strong upward trend, but challenges of 

production restrain its growth.  

Part of their insight into market demand for wool products includes the overall growth of the LOHAS (Lifestyles 

of Health and Sustainability) marketplace. According to a 2011 Natural Marketing Institute study, LOHAS 

consumers make up 30% of all U.S. households and the ration is fast growing. “Nationwide, this demographic of 

consumers is roughly 41 milion adutls that annually spend $290 billion on food, products, and services that 

benefit the enfironment, social justice, health and sustainable living” (LOHAS, 2010).   

Although this trend points to the growth potential for regionally produced wool, it characterizes the 

marketplace as a large whole; missing the nuanced niche approach. This project accepts the premise of the 

growth in the LOHAS marketplace as a whole, but aims to target the marketing and outreach to a more narrow 

population: designers.  

We believe that designers of all types (product, textile, furniture, rugs, clothing, graphic, display, technological, 

etc.) will benefit from learning about wool and having access to the types of products they could use in their 

designs. More specifically, when even one designer use more wool in their creation, it translates into many 

consumers buying wool. Designers are a fulcrum, a lynchpin, a leverage point for accessing and growing the 

regional marketplace because they in turn, sell the wool to so many more people.  

 



Cost benefit analysis 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Policy or decisions affected by results 

 

 

 

 

 

Bio Sketch of each principal person 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The investment of this grant funding in the amount of $33,679 translates into an additional $1,000-

$10,000 worth of sales for each producer because of new product avenues. Each producer stands to 

gain a minimum of an additional $10/pound on their wool as a result of this expanded processing. If 

they were getting $35/pound before, they will see a minimum jump to $45/pound on their new 

products. With a minimum of 25 clients averaging and extra $3250 in sales due to new product 

offerings, this equates to $81,250 additional income for wool growers in the first year. In the second 

year, these new opportunities for sales and products will increase to greater than $100,000 in sales. 

And increasing exponentially every year thereafter.  

 There is no direct local, state, or federal policy that will be directly affected by the results.  

 

Marcail Williams Marcail attended the prestigious California College of the Arts located in San Francisco earning 

a BFA in Textiles. She took courses in sculptural knitting, weaving, dyeing, and completed a yearl long foreign 

exchange at the Osaka university of the Arts in Japan. Upon returning home to Woodland, CA Marcail 

apprenticed at Yolo Wool Mill for 7 years before expanding her milling experience at Mystic Pines Fiber 

Processing in Williams, AZ. Marcail nurtured her career and dream of opening a wool and fiber mill, studying for 

close to a decade before opening her own establishment: Valley Oak Wool & Fiber Mill. Set to begin production 

in early 2017.                                                                                                                                                                          

Kristy Lyn Levings, MBAKristy is a 3rd generation farmer based in Yolo County specializing in sheep. She holds a 

Masters in Business Administration degree and works for the Yolo County Department of Agriculture as the 

‘Farmbudsman’, and focuses on building resilient local food and fiber systems. Kristy is also the Executive 

Director of the non-profit AgStart program based in Woodland, CA whose start-up client base develops new 

agricultural technologies designed to lower inputs, increase yields, and boost the bottom line for farmers. . She 

is also a recent finalist of the BIomimicry Design Challenge for an agricultural invention. Besides her work as the 

Farmbudsman and AgStart, Kristy has run several businesses including her own livestock production farm, and a 

technology corporation based on a patented technology solution she invented in the early 2000s. 



Financial Feasibility (i.e., Is the budget proportionate to the endeavor, and will the outcome have a financial 

benefit to the industry in the near term or will additional funding be required?) 

 

 

 

 

 

Business Soundness (i.e., Are project participants qualified and experienced) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Management Ability  (i.e., Are project participants qualified and experienced) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This budget is on track with the needs specified, and drawn from direct industry quotes for equipment 

items, marketing and other categories. The project benefits from the outside contributions Valley 

Oaks will make in terms of both cash and in-kind services. Additionally, no overhead is required as it is 

already embedded in the mill operations.   

This project is centered on 3 main tenets:  

1) The acquisition of equipment necessary to alleviating a processing bottleneck in the region while also 

opening up new revenue streams for wool producers.  

2) Providing multiple platform for wool producers to connect with each other, and their customers.  

3) Marketing wool products to a new, receptive niche market that has the potential to leverage expanded 

sales.  

These three elements are wrapped in a concrete and attainable work plan, supported by appropriate staffing 

and dedication of hours, as well as matching funds. It has reasonable asset support, and professionals who have 

spent years dedicated to the craft of milling wool. Additionally, this project is well placed geographically and 

solves long term infrastructure problems that have plagued the regional wool industry for decades.  

Should this project see high growth in a short time frame, it is prepared to expand as needed. Currently, the 

facility is flexible, and there is adequate capital for growth 

Within the wool industry, there is a very small pool of candidates dedicated to milling and processing. And an 

even smaller pool of people interested in apprenticing themselves to master millers in order to glean the right 

knowledge needed to start the next generation of mills. Marcail Williams is just such a rare individual having 

apprenticed herself for 8 years to 2 different wool mill masters for the sake of learning and practicing the art of 

wool handling. During these years, Marcail has perfected her technique and made valuable connections within 

the regional wool community. Because the region will be void of a wool mill as the previous millers in the area 

retire, Marcail is providing a unique and valuable service at exactly the right time.       It is crucial to note that 

this grant project is not to grow the mill. This project is to provide needed access to processing facilities, grow 

the regional wool infrastructure, and most importantly, to market wool to brand new niche markets and 

increase sales for wool producers.   



 

Potential Industry Impact (i.e., How can the industry be expected to benefit in both qualitative and 

quantitative measures?) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Industry Support  (i.e., What data or other information is available to substantiate industry’s need or desire 

for this project?) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This project takes the ‘Travelling Wool Exhibit’ to 25 different class settings to teach designers about working 

with wool. At each class, there will be an estimated 20 people or more. If 3 designers from each of those classes 

incorporated wool into their designs, that’s 75 new designers selling wool based products to customers. And if 

each of those designers sold 100 of their ‘wool widgets’ in the next year, that’s 7500 new sales of wool products 

to customers who were previously not introduced to wool.  

Those 7500 customers will in turn tell the story of their beautiful wool based product and so the sales continue. 

By educating and marketing to designers, this project has exponential leverage to grow sales for wool 

producers.  

Additionally, the internet has made commerce a great leveling field, and the rise of websites like EBay, Etsy, 

Amazon and others provide amazing new channels for growth. The web design of this project will incorporate 

the best of Search Engine Optimization techniques with targeted ad buys to reach brand new customers.  

Qualitatively, a key component of this project is strengthening the regional wool producer network. Part of this 

is retail, customer facing. But another crucial aspect is the internal connections producers get through their 

contact with the mill. The mill, in a sense, is a touchstone for information, exchange, and business 

development.  

For example, perhaps someone needs a new ram. Or maybe they need extra raw wool. Maybe there is a 

dangerous new disease that everyone should learn about simultaneously. Or even maybe use the mill as a 

location to host a guest speaker veterinarian. The possibilities are endless and this is the type of qualitative 

exchange that could only happen in a setting such as a wool mill.  

 

Data on the need and support for a project like this can be found in via the detailed ‘Fibershed Feasibility Study 

for a California Wool Mill’ produced in 2014 by the non-profit group Fibershed. One of their key findings was 

that there was a lack of qualified labor pool with the years of training needed to successfully run a mill. The 

feasibility study highlights this need: “textile engineering skills and business acumen must develop organically 

as smaller mills arise on the California landscape” (Fibershed Feasibility Study, 2014). Additionally the Fibershed 

Feasibility Study identified Woodland- the home of the new Valley Oaks Wool & Fiber Mill- as the perfect 

location for just such a mill because of its central location and easy access for wool producers. This project is 

precisely the answer the wool industry is seeking: it combines a great location with a young professional who 

has apprenticed for years with a dynamic marketing tool and has clear objectives for success. 
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To the best of my knowledge and belief, all data in this application is true and correct.  The document has 

been duly authorized by the governing body of the Applicant and the Applicant will comply with all Grant 

requirement if the assistance is awarded. 
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Return this application to: stevelee@nsiic.org  
If you prefer to send hard copies:  
Steve Lee, 
Executive Director and Program Manager  
National Sheep Industry Improvement Center  
Box 646  
Rockland, Maine 04841  
207-236-6567 
  
For FedEx or Other Delivery Services:  
32 Gleason St  
Thomaston, ME 04861  
Download form to your computer, complete it and save it to your computer prior to submitting to the 
Sheep Center. 
  

Additional Information for Applicants:  
 
Matching funds:  
In order to leverage funds available, NSIIC will assign 10 points to any application in which a match of 
cash or in-kind labor is contributed. In-kind matches may only account for 50% of the total match. 
Additionally, salaries or other expenditures that will be made by the applicant or the applicant's employer, 
irrespective of a potential grant award, cannot be used as a match.  
A subtraction of 10 points will be made from the total score of any application that includes an overhead 
budget of more than 7.5% of the total grant request. Request for capital expenditures are discouraged, 
and may not exceed 20% of the total budget in any event. Please justify any requested funding for 

Kristy Lyn Levings, MBA 
9/15/16Clic

k here to 

enter text. 

Farmbudsman, Yolo County  

Kristy.levings@yolocounty.org 

(530) 666-8140  



equipment or other capital expenditures.  
 

Notification to Applicants: Applicants will be notified via e-mail that their application has been received within a 

day or two of receipt: After Review, all applicants will be sent a notice to the e-mail of the person listed as the 

contact person on the application. That notice will be one of three possible responses: 1)Your application did not 

score high enough for funding consideration 2) Your application scored high enough for funding as submitted 3) 

Your application scored high enough for funding but with modifications needed in the budget. You will be given the 

opportunity to make those modifications for funding or you may reject the modifications in which case the grant 

funding offer will be withdrawn. Instruction will be included in the notice. Please note that the Review Committee 

will not provide feedback to applicants however in some cases the Board may elect to encourage re submission 

with certain specific changes (i.e. those the Board feels were good causes but poor application preparation or those 

with a good idea but not sustainable as presented). In some instances the Board may want to provide a written 

statement, with the understanding that no further discussion is available. Please note that proposals submitted 

more than twice will not be evaluated. The NSIIC Board request that applicants refrain from communicating with 

Board Members specifically about the project (i.e. Lobbying your project). Under no circumstances will applications 

arriving past the deadline for submission be considered 


