Advancing the Local Food Movement

Introduction

Vermont Fresh Network (VFN) and Shelburne Farms are two organizations that are actively engaging in issues surrounding local foods.  They are creating partnerships between local farmers, chefs, schools, and consumers to strengthen Vermont’s farm economy, create local jobs, provide nutritious food, strengthen community connections, and preserve green spaces (www.vermontfresh.net and www.shelburnefarms.org).  Several broad issues that they are grappling with include:

· Distribution networks and costs

· Perceptions of food costs and externalities

· What marketing strategies can best promote local agriculture?

· What motivates food choices – access, taste, cost, environment?

· What would motivate different audiences and age groups to make behavioral changes regarding their food choices?

· Are the food choices available to individuals and institutions limited by larger systems?

VFN and Shelburne Farms are two of a number of non-profit organizations in Vermont trying to address these issues. Shelburne Farms is involved in a partnership with Food Works and the Northeast Organic Farming Association’s VT Chapter (NOFA-VT) in an initiative called VT Food Education Every Day (VT-FEED).  VT-FEED is engaged in several “farm to school” programs geared towards integrating local foods into school cafeterias as well as developing educational and community building events.  This year, VFN is approaching these issues with two major initiatives. One initiative is to facilitate and streamline distribution through collaborations with distributors, developing standard invoices, boxes and other tools, and creating farmer and chef interactions via our website. Another initiative is to more clearly delineate the VFN brand and to help our members market their commitment to buying locally. 

We hope to address many of these issues through a combination of our readings, discussions and several targeted service-learning projects which are detailed below.

Project Statement #1—Breaking Down Barriers

Two primary barriers to utilizing local foods are cost and accessibility.  There is a need to foster greater understanding of the diverse components of these two issues and to develop and provide supporting information that will inform and persuade stakeholders.  Your charge is to think creatively and comprehensively about the various dimensions of these issues and to develop mini-presentation modules and/or fact sheets on relevant topics that VFN and Shelburne Farms can use in their discussions with entities across the state.  While we’d like you to work collaboratively with VFN and Shelburne Farms to develop your topics, two that should be covered are:

· Externalized Costs:  While food from large-scale corporate agriculture from other parts of the country is often perceived as less expensive based solely on purchase price, is this really the case?  What are the external costs of these food items if subsidies, environmental costs, transportation costs, etc. are taken into account? A compelling fact sheet might compare the true costs of a typical menu selection (suitable for a restaurant or school) to the true costs of that selection if it were made from local food items.

· Farm / Institution Partnerships:  Oftentimes institutions find it easier to work solely with distributors instead of individual farms.  One problem with this model is that while several VT distributors work with local farms, they are still for-profit businesses and therefore farmers may not be getting the best return for their products.  Charlie Sargent of Middlebury’s Dining Services has often been mentioned as a model of how institutions can work successfully both with distributors and directly with local farmers. It would be of great value to understand his approach to institutional purchasing.  What is the true role of the purchaser?  Thoughtfully interviewing Charlie and capturing both the practical and theoretical aspects of how he has made this work, as well as his underlying motivations, would be of benefit to institutional communities.  Clearly communicating the essence of Charlie’s work would give other institutions insight and tools into successful local purchasing strategies. 

Project #1 Format:  Mini-presentations, fact sheets, or other formats that best convey your information.

Project Statement #2—Solving the Distribution Puzzle

As was mentioned in the above project statement, working with distributors might not always provide the best return for farmers.  Does this need to be the case?  Your charge is to think about how to enhance distribution networks and optimize the return for farmers.  While you can consider various dimensions of this issue, we want you to focus on the feasibility of a centralized aggregation and distribution facility for Addison County or the Northwest region as a potential solution to this issue.  Your work would include:   

· Collecting information from farmers: What would a prototype storage site look like, where it should be sited, and what key considerations need to be addressed?

· Collecting information from local distributors:  What would encourage them to distribute even more local foods?  Could they give more money to farmers if there was a centralized distribution facility?  Would they be able to improve their invoicing to recognize specific farms?  The three VFN member distributors are Burlington Food Service, Squash Valley, and Black River Produce. A site visit to a current distribution hub could be advantageous.  

· Visual representation:  Provide a visual representation of activity, including farm locations & products, points of consumption, and distribution routes.  Use this to develop suggestions for facility siting.  

· Consider capital and infrastructure costs:  Weigh your above findings against estimated costs to determine whether a centralized facility is worth the investment especially considering the work and sites that exist through current distributors.

Project 2 Format:  Feasibility report and GIS maps

Project Statement #3—Social Marketing Strategies

From thinking like a third-grader to taste and enjoy a carrot muffin to working with a local farmer’s group to get the word out about the products they offer, successful marketing plays a role at various levels of the local food movement.  While one aspect of the movement has been focusing on the technical considerations of preserving small-scale local farming, creating behavior change to benefit the farmers is a different and more complex angle that needs to be considered.  Spend some time thinking about what motivates people of different age groups and different backgrounds and then apply your findings to three very different target audiences.

· Cornwall Farm to School Program:  Due to an already tight curriculum, there is a need to creatively use lunch periods to communicate the benefits of local foods to school children.  Needs expressed by Shelburne Farms and VFN include posters / displays and a recipe testing program.  With VFN’s assistance, work collaboratively with a chef in the community to develop recipes for school lunches.  Host a “taste-test” with a rigorous evaluation component using VT FEED’s model as a template.  The results of this evaluation could translate nicely into a fact sheet following the model detailed in Project Statement #1. 

· Addison County Farmers Group:  We were approached by a local farmer who was interested in developing a guide to local farms in Addison County modeled after a publication they had seen for eastern VT and western NH.  After working with them to assess their goals and target audience(s), use your social-marketing savvy to develop a prototype for how they could best share their information.  Collecting information from these farmers should be coordinated with the distribution research of Project Statement #2.

· Parent Education and Volunteer Program:  There is a need to not only educate the youth at school but to allow families access to good food, farm, and nutrition education for their homes.   How can parents and volunteers learn about these topics, and pass on good nutrition information to their community’s children?  Some education models exist in Vermont and nationally of parents and other volunteers attending topic workshops and then working in the classroom as guest educators/volunteers, both in nutrition topics and in non-nutrition topics.  Research and review these models and create a “best practices” list for applying to a Vermont-based parent volunteer program.  

