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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

From 2007 to 2017, the economic output of the Vermont food system expanded by 48 percent.' The
increase in local food products parallels the increasing consumer demand for local food throughout
the state.” The goal of this report is to understand the current regional food supply systems in Vermont
and assess how the state government might support the expansion of these systems. The development
of local and regional food systems has tremendous economic, environmental, and social benefits for
both urban and rural communities. However, barriers such as high transaction costs, limited
infrastructure, and insufficient intermediaries make it challenging to connect small, local farms with
retailers and consumers. Our analysis surveys existing literature about local food supply chains and
food hubs, which improve local food distribution by aggregating local products for sale to large buyers.
We then present the methodology to explore further this research question following a case study
approach. By comparing food hubs and distribution networks in Vermont with those in Iowa,
interviewing stakeholders, and analyzing government involvement, we aim to address how the
Vermont House Committee on Agriculture and Forestry may best support the growth of the local and
regional food industry in Vermont.

1 INTRODUCTION: REGIONAL FOOD SYSTEMS

Local and regional food systems provide a wealth of benefits to both rural and urban communities.
These benefits apply to all levels of the supply chain, from growers to consumers. When growers sell
their products locally, they are able to meet market demand and strengthen relationships with
consumers.” Additionally, when consumers buy locally, they have access to fresher products and
simultaneously support their neighbors. These food systems are integral for building and retaining
community wealth, since they keep revenue within the region and create community-based jobs. Local
food systems connect consumers with healthier and fresher food options, and farm to school
programs have played an integral role in promoting youth consumption of healthy, local food.

While local food systems offer numerous benefits to communities, it is often cheaper for large retailers
and institutions of all sizes to receive a shipment of produce from a farm in California than from down
the road in Vermont.* This is because large, out-of-state producers take advantage of economies of
scale, while small and medium sized farmers in Vermont face relatively higher transportation and
distribution costs per unit sold. The main crops for the state are hay, maple products, apples, and
sweet corn; there are approximately 6,800 farm operations in the state of Vermont, covering more
than one million acres.” Given the benefits of local and regional food supply systems and the current
state of agriculture in Vermont, state legislators are increasingly interested in identifying ways to
expand local food distribution systems. In this report, we focus on food hubs specifically as important
tools for aggregating and distributing local products across the state.



2 PURPOSE STATEMENT

In recent years, consumers across the United States have become increasingly interested in learning
where their food is produced and supporting their communities by “buying local.” Many local farmers,
however, are unable to access these markets because they lack the necessary scale to take advantage
of the existing distribution networks and infrastructure in Vermont. Following successful
implementation in other states, regional food hubs have received attention as an especially effective
way to connect producers and consumers within communities and to increase access to local food.

The purpose of this report is to investigate how Vermont may strengthen its regional food supply
system and encourage the development of stronger distribution networks, thereby connecting local
farmers with retailers and consumers in a cost-effective manner. Given the significant role that food
hubs have in increasing producer access to retail markets, the focus of our research will be on this
specific component of regional food supply systems.

While many food hubs are currently operating successfully as nonprofits and businesses, we explore
how the Vermont government may be able to facilitate the development, operation, and growth of
regional food hubs. In the process, we also assess whether a regional food system is to be implemented
through statewide or regional initiatives. Given the extensive research analyzing the role that the
Vermont government may have in direct-to-consumer markets and in farm to school programs, we
will focus on distribution networks and food hubs to best assist producers in expanding their market
access.

The Vermont Legislature may conclude that the regional food supply system in Vermont is sufficiently
supported through nonprofit organizations, grant funding, and private businesses, and that state
involvement would do more to hinder than help its progress. By assessing relevant literature and
conducting a thorough case study of existing food hubs with varying forms of government
involvement in other states, we seek to understand how Vermont may strengthen the regional food
supply system and aid future policy development.

3 LOCAL AND REGIONAL FOOD SYSTEMS

It is important to contextualize the current state of local and regional food supply systems in Vermont
and across the United States. There are numerous types and components of regional supply chains in
Vermont. The following section discusses important terminology and provides a framework for
assessing the local and regional food supply system in Vermont.

3.1 WHAT ARE LOCAL AND REGIONAL FOOD SUPPLY SYSTEMS?

Unlike the terms “organic” or “natural,” the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) does
not have standardized geographic definitions for “local” or “regional” food supply systems.’
According to the 2008 Farm Act, a locally or regionally produced agricultural food product must be
transported less than 400 miles from its origin or within the same state.” Across the different state and
geographic definitions, the important component of local food supply systems is that they involve
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Regional food networks involve the distribution
of local foods throughout regions in Vermont.
Specifically, these networks and aggregation
centers are called “food hubs.” According to the
USDA working definition, “A regional food
hub is a business or organization that actively
manages the aggregation, distribution, and
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Wholesale Collaborative in Addison, Green Mountain Farm Direct in Otleans, Intervale Food Hub
in Burlington, Mad River Food Hub in Waitsfield, and Windham Farm and Food Network in
Windham."
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3.2 TYPES OF LOCAL FOOD MARKETS

The USDA identifies two major types of local food markets: direct-to-consumer and direct-to-retail."*
Direct-to-consumer markets involve transactions conducted directly between consumers and farms.
Examples include U-Pick operations, farmers markets and Community Supported Agriculture (CSA)
models. Direct-to-retail food markets establish direct sales by farmers to restaurants, retail stores and
institutions, such as government entities, hospitals, and schools. In the U.S., these markets include
farm to school programs, local food initiatives with retailers including Walmart, Safeway, and Publix,
and restaurants serving local food."” In 2007, 87 percent of U.S. “fine dining establishments” served
local items." Local foods include traditional produce, in addition to other products such as meat, dairy,
eggs, grains, and slightly processed items.



3.2.1 DIRECT-TO-CONSUMER MARKETS IN VERMONT

Over 25 percent of farms in Vermont sell products through direct-to-consumer channels, with sales
totaling $49.9 million."” These direct markets require low up-front investments, increase customer
relationships, and give producers greater autonomy over their products.'® Direct-to-consumer sales
accounted for over 24 percent of local food and beverage sales in 2017." In Vermont, the 70 farmers
matkets and 104 CSAs dominate the direct-to-consumer market.”’ However, farmers are frequently
limited by underdeveloped marketing skills, technology weaknesses, and insufficient funding to reach
most consumers.

3.2.2 DIRECT-TO-RETAIL MARKETS IN VERMONT

In Vermont, the direct-to-retail market is dominated by four major categories: farm to school
programs, college and hospital procurement, retail stores and grocers, and distribution networks. The
Vermont Food System Plan Market Brief from 2019 establishes the current status for each.”

3.2.2.1 Farm to School Programs

In Vermont, approximately 250 public schools serve meals to pre-K to Grade 12 students.”” During
the 2016-2017 school year, 87 percent of Vermont schools purchased food from a local source.” In
2014, Vermont schools spent $915,000 on local foods, equating to 5.6 percent of all food dollars
spent.” If Vermont schools were to double this amount of local food spending, the total annual
economic impact would be $2.1 million.” Significant obstacles remain for increasing local food
purchases including delivery and storage considerations, inconsistent supply, and cost constraints.
Additionally, most schools purchase up to 95 percent of their supplies and food from large
distributors.”® To meet farm to school purchasing goals, schools need to have better access to local
distribution networks, such as food hubs or aggregate buyers.

3.2.2.2 Colleges and Hospital Procurement
The 16 colleges and 16 hospitals in Vermont

account for thousands of meals per day.” Percent of All New England Direct-to-
Additionally, the demand for local products is Institution Sales By Farms Made to Each

expected to increase significantly in future years. Type of Institution
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and hospitals account for 41 percent of total New 49%

England direct-to-institution sales (see Figure 3.2.2),
many barriers remain to increasing the purchase of
local food.” Constraints on college and hospital
budgets add to these barriers. The Vermont Food
System Plan Market Brief recommends providing  FIGURE 3.2.2 Hroddown of direittoin
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3.2.2.3 Retail Stores and Grocers

Retail stores and grocers are the primary sales outlets for Vermont farms and local foods.” In 2017,
Vermont consumers purchased 32 percent of their local food at food cooperatives (co-ops) and
grocery stotes, totaling $98.5 million in revenue.”” There are cutrently 737 Vermont farms selling



directly to retail markets, institutions and food hubs.” However, grocery sales are complex and
difficult to navigate; with all of the expenses, a producer selling into retail markets might receive 30
percent or less of the retail value of a product.”* Competition from large-scale retail and distribution
services (such as Amazon and Whole Foods), creates additional barriers to entry. However, co-ops
and partnerships with local grocery stores, such as Price Chopper Supermarkets, help supply local
foods where demand is high.

3.2.2.4 Distribution Networfks

Food distributors transport local food products from producers to stores and are a key link in the
direct-to-retail supply chain. In Vermont, it can be difficult to access infrastructure for distribution,
including trucking, trucking routes, loading docks, and pallet-sized volumes of products.” For small,
local farmers that lack the scale of big producers, the fixed costs to connect their products to retailers
limits their ability to compete in the food market. However, alternative distribution models, including
food hubs (see Section 5.1), have the potential to address this gap. GrowersHub.com is a New England
based virtual marketplace that connects growers with large supermarket chains.” In 2015,
GrowersHub.com and Price Chopper Supermarkets pioneered a new process to get local food into
stores. The process uses backhaul logistics: when an empty truck returns from its daily distribution
routes, it stops at Upper Valley Produce, a food hub in White River Junction, to fill its truck with local
orders.” The next day, Price Chopper trucks distribute the local product to the distribution center. As
of 2017, five hubs around New England actively bring local products to the Price Chopper
Warehouse.”

4 METHODOLOGIES

Research for this report includes a comprehensive investigation regarding the current regional food
distribution systems in the state of Vermont at every level, from growers to consumers. This analysis
is crucial to understand how these systems operate in the state, where gaps exist, and how intervention
can best support these stakeholders. Beginning with a review of past literature, we focus on the impacts
of food hubs in Vermont and across the U.S. After conducting research on existing literature, we
compiled a comprehensive list of growers, food hubs, retailers, and farm to school partners in the
state of Vermont. Then, we reached out to these stakeholders and scheduled phone and Zoom
meetings with those who responded and were willing to be interviewed. These stakeholders consisted
of: Justin Rich of Burnt Rock Farm, David Marchant of River Berry Farm, Sales and Marketing
Manager, S.P. Reid, of Intervale Food Hub, Director of Public and Government Affairs, Allan Reetz,
of the Hanover Co-op, Assistant Director Rebecca Bishop of Bennington County Head Start, and
Principal Herve Pelletier and Sustainability Coordinator Steve Head of Putney Central School. Our
methodology also involved a case study of local food distribution in Iowa in order to gain insight from
a well-established agricultural regional food distribution system. To understand the policies and
practices in Iowa, we conducted research through the Iowa State University Farm, Food and
Enterprise Development (FFED) Extension. Interviews were conducted with subject matter experts
from FFED: Program Cootdinator Courtney Long and Education Extension Specialist Teresa
Wiemerslage. After these interviews, parallels and opportunities for intervention were identified and
synthesized. We analyzed the potential impacts, benefits, and costs of implementing practices that
have proven successful in Iowa to the state of Vermont.



5 EXISTING LOCAL FOOD SYSTEM IN VERMONT

To compare the Vermont local food system to those of other states, we first consider the current state
of food systems in Vermont. The supply chain can be broken down into four main categories:

% Growers and farmers in Vermont only make up about four percent of total state gross
domestic product.” A common challenge that they face surrounds distribution of goods.
Refrigerated trucks are the main form of transportation, but they are quite expensive for small-
scale farmers to use, which makes the journey from farm to shelf especially difficult.

% Food hubs and other intermediaries consist of the means through which produce reaches
consumers. Food hubs allow for aggregation of products from various different growers,
addressing the challenge cited above with distribution.

¢ Retailers such as Price Choppers Supermarkets and food cooperatives (co-ops) may work with
distribution networks to obtain local produce and products. They may also work directly with

growers to obtain wholesale products.

% Consumers range in size and organization. They can be individuals at farmers markets or larger

institutions such as schools or hospitals with farm to school or farm to hospital programs.
They serve as the last stage of the regional food supply chain.

In this report, food hubs are the point of focus given their limited attention in the current literature
regarding local food systems in Vermont coupled with their large potential for connecting growers
and consumers.

5.1 REGIONAL FOOD HUBS

Food hubs play an important role in distribution networks by connecting small local producers with
the wholesale market. In this section, we will review regional food hubs and their benefits in the state
of Vermont.

5.1.1 INTRODUCTION TO REGIONAL FOOD HUBS

In recent years, regional food hubs have received increased attention as a way to increase market access
for local food producers and bring more local food to consumers. Regional food hubs serve an
important function in the supply chain and offer both economic and environmental benefits. The
primary challenge that smaller-scale producers face, especially in the state of Vermont, is the lack of
distribution infrastructure necessaty to transport their produce to the consumer.*’ Demand for local
produce continues to increase, but farmers struggle to take advantage of it because they do not have
the capacity to attract large distributors. By aggregating produce from various producers, food hubs
also tackle one of the biggest challenges small and mid-sized farms face: they are unable to meet the
demand for a steady stream of produce throughout the year."

The University of Vermont recognizes five food hubs in the state of Vermont.” These hubs are
integral to the regional food system because the consolidation and concentration of retailing,
distribution, and processing over the past two decades has made it difficult for small and medium
sized farms to gain access to larger markets.*’ Since agriculture does not comprise a large portion of
the economy or workforce in Vermont, competing in a volume-oriented and low-cost environment is
challenging for Vermont farmers.* The existence of food hubs in conjunction with rising demand for



locally sourced food provides an avenue for Vermont farmers to get their products on grocery store
shelves within their own state.

5.1.2 ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL BENEFITS OF REGIONAL FOOD HUBS

Food hubs bring economic benefits to producers, distributors and communities as a whole while also
making healthy, local food more accessible. From an economic perspective, food hubs provide
opportunities for job creation and generate earnings that are retained locally as food purchases shift
and consumer dollars are spent locally.” Food hubs generate considerable revenue in local and regional
economies; the Intervale Food Hub in Vermont is just one example. In 2008, Intervale reported
$93,000 in gross revenue and was on track to generate $1 million in sales by 2015.* The food hub has
exceeded expectations and generated $2.54 million in revenue in 2018." Moreover, research has found
that each regional food hub creates an average of seven full-time jobs and five part-time jobs, and the
number of jobs created will only increase as food hubs expand their operations.” As food hubs help
agriculture to become more profitable, they will also help to improve economic opportunities for local
producers and related businesses. The creation and retention of community wealth, job opportunities,
and workforce development are all economic effects of regional food hubs that will directly result in
social benefits for local residents.

Many food hubs also help producers expand their market reach to consumers who do not currently
have access to healthy local food by participating in community-based initiatives like farm to school
programs and food assistance programs like food banks and hunger relief initiatives. Food hubs will
also actively distribute local food to “food deserts” where fresh produce typically is not currently
available and accept SNAP (the USDA Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program) benefits.” Each
of these functions are highly impactful in making locally grown food more widely available.

5.1.3 ENVIRONMENTAL BENEFITS OF REGIONAL FOOD HUBS

In addition to economic and social benefits, regional food hubs also have positive environmental
impacts. According to the USDA, environmental benefits include “training and professional
development for those interested in pursuing or expanding agricultural careers, increasing the
availability of fresh healthy food sold in retail and institutional markets, and promoting the adoption
or use of sustainable or environmentally sound agricultural production practices.” Food hubs may
play an integral role in encouraging the adoption and implementation of sustainable production
practices among their producers. By only sourcing from these trained producers, regional food hubs
support the growth of sustainable agriculture.

Food hubs may also offer training in sustainable agricultural practices. The Local Food Hub in
Charlottesville, Virginia provides its producers with workshops for Integrated Pest Management
(IPM).”! Regional food hubs also actively participate in the conversion of land into sustainable
agriculture. For example, the Intervale Center Farm Program in Vermont provides farmers with the
necessary tools to establish businesses and has converted over 120 acres of land into organic
agriculture.”” Another way in which regional food hubs assist in environmental improvements is
through their efforts to reduce waste and energy use. A crucial aspect of the role food hubs play is
acting as intermediaries, aggregating producers and streamlining distribution, thereby cutting costs
associated with unnecessary trips to deliver products. In addition to reducing energy usage and waste
generated in their operations, regional food hubs have proven to be more fuel-efficient than typical



mainstream supply chains because they strike the balance between transporting large loads and
traveling fewer total miles.”

5.2 GOVERNMENT INVOLVEMENT IN LOCAL FOOD SYSTEMS

In the past two decades, federal, state, and local policies have expanded to support local and regional
food systems. At the federal level, the Agricultural Act of 2014 provides greater support for
intermediated marketing channels including food hubs.* For regional and local governments,
examples of increased regulation, funding, and infrastructure highlight local food support at a smaller
scale.

To encourage the purchase of local foods, regional and local governments across the country have
adopted resolutions to support procurement policies. One example is the “10% Campaign” in North
Carolina. The campaign encourages individuals, businesses, organizations, and institutions to spend at
least ten percent of their food budget on foods grown in North Carolina.” In 2010, Cabarrus County
officially joined the “10% Campaign” and implemented a Local Food Purchasing Policy, requiring
that ten percent of food for catered events and meetings is locally sourced.” On the distributor side,
food hubs have also identified the need for government support in local food systems. SARE
GrowFood Carolina, a food hub based in South Carolina, desctibes how “we need laws and
regulations that accommodate small farmers selling locally; educational resources to provide farmers
to tap into new metropolitan markets; and physical facilities and places for local processing and
distribution.””” This highlights the potential for government involvement, particularly with legislation
or USDA funding for educational programs.

Another route for government involvement is through local policy to subsidize the costs of local food
production. In Marquette, Michigan, the city set up a Commercial Rehabilitation District, which froze
tax increases on property improvements for five years for the expansion of a local co-op and food
hub.” New York expanded the New York State Urban Development Corporation Act to help finance
the distribution of produce to underserved communities.”

Direct government funding can also support the local food system. In 2012, the state legislature in
Michigan redirected nearly $2 million to develop a grant program for food hub development in
addition to helping farmers add value to their local crops.”

5.2.1 CURRENT LEGISLATION AND SUPPORT

In the state of Vermont, there is no current legislation or bills under consideration specific to the
development of food hubs. The Vermont legislature continues to support local food production and
distribution, through S.100 and H.150 (see Section 7 - Recommendations), yet does not directly
identify support mechanisms or funding opportunities for food hubs across the state.

Legislation supporting the development of food hubs at the state level has increased in the last several
years across the country. In 2018, State Senators in New Jersey introduced a bipartisan bill supporting
food hub development.® On January 13, 2020, the New Jersey Governor signed New Jersey Senate
Bill 1953 into law.”® This Act directs the New Jersey Department of Agriculture to “authorize the
establishment of food hubs in the State and establish guidelines to assist and support farms and
farmers seeking to belong to food hubs in their area of the State.”* Additionally, the Department is
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instructed to adopt rules and regulations needed to allow for the successful establishment and
operation of these hubs.

In January of 2020, a bipartisan bill was introduced in the Hawaii State Senate and House of
Representatives to establish a five-year food hub pilot program.® The language of the bill recognizes
the financial challenges many food hubs face, proposing that “a funding source is needed to support
the establishment and growth of food hubs on a scale that meets demand by state institutions such as
schools, hospitals, and correctional facilities.”” Due to COVID-19, both the Hawaii House and the
Senate pushed the bills to the current legislative session (HB1882 and SB338), with both passing the
first reading and SB338 passing the second reading as of March 23, 2021 with unanimous support.*
Should the bills pass, the program will award grant funding to qualifying food hubs and appropriates
$1 million from the general revenues of the State of Hawaii for FY2022 to establish the grant
program.®” Nicholas Comerford, Dean of the College of Tropical Agticulture and Human Resources
at the University of Hawaii at Manoa, testified before the Hawaii State Senate on February 5, 2021 in
support of the bill and specifically recommended that the Department of Agriculture “should not
administer, but more correctly help ‘nitiate’ food hubs.”*® Dean Comerford argues this would ensure
food hubs are competitive and operate efficiently.

In addition to Hawaii, other state legislatures are currently developing bills to support local food
production with a specific focus on food hubs. California Assembly Bill 1009 (AB-1009) would
establish a state Farm to School Food Hub Program, set to be administered by an office within the
California Department of Agriculture.”” The program would incentivize the creation of nonprofit
aggregation and distribution centers, called farm to school hubs, which would help aggregate and
distribute products from farms to public institutions and nonprofit organizations. For the first phase
of this proposed program, the office would receive hub proposals through June 30, 2022 and would
award grants of $150,000 to the nine selected proposals by December 2022." In the second phase,
the office would distribute grants of up to $5 million to three farm to school hubs before December
2023." Through this program, California seeks to bridge the critical gap between local food production
and large institutions.

5.2.2 CURRENT GRANT PROGRAMS

In the state of Vermont, current government involvement in local food systems is manifest in Agency
of Agriculture grants. Grants specific to incorporating local food into Vermont operations include:
Community Supported Agriculture Grants, Farm to School and Early Childhood: Child Nutrition
Grants, Farm to School Vision Grants, Local Food in Your Community Grants, and Multi-business
Dairy Agritourism Grants.”” These grants focus mainly on connecting producers to consumers and
overcoming the gap that exists between the two. There does not currently exist a grant to support
intermediary actors like food hubs, food shelves, or other retailers whose specific purpose is to address
the challenges of connecting producers and consumers. Further, many Vermont Agency of
Agriculture grants operate on a reimbursement scheme, which means that recipients must first provide
the capital in order to receive the funds.” This poses a challenge for many potential participants,
especially those that operate on a small scale without the readily available disposable capital.™
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In response to the COVID-19 pandemic, the Vermont
Agency of Commerce and Community Development
authorized $6.4 million from the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and
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Everyone Eats.” This program provides food assistance to  Litle City Meals d'ub@ g..mm‘,.,”
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restaurants and local producers provide meals free of charge B o iy
(see Figure 5.2.2)."° The program then reimburses farmers Ploryone Eats Hub
and restaurants to support their longevity during the Rutand Ares R

pandemic. Vermont Everyone Eats requires that restaurants gn:“""'“:l" ez
source at least 10 percent of their products from local farms.”’ 9

From August 2020 to December 2020, this program Senn ’“‘"‘"”\';‘l"m hq?n ?‘"MKW o)
distributed more than 500,000 meals across the state of Works Beyond Hub
Vermont.”” More details about the success of this program

FIGURE 5.2.2 M.y
are found in the December 2020 Vermont Everyone Eats '
Formative Evaluation.” Fiveryone |

At the federal level, the Economic Development Administration within the U.S. Department of
Commerce provides grants and loans to support local food innovation districts. For example, the
Vernon Economic Development Association in southwestern Wisconsin received funding to renovate
a building for a business development center, which includes a regional food hub.*

Many states also offer grants targeting the local food system. “Buy Local, Buy Wisconsin” is a grant
program that awards grants up to $50,000 to individuals or organizations to fund projects designed to
increase the sale of Wisconsin agricultural or food products to local purchasers.” This includes grants
for projects to create, expand, diversify, or promote any of the following: local food marketing systems
and market outlets; local food and cultural tourism routes; and production, processing, marketing, and
distribution of Wisconsin food products primarily for sale to local purchasers.* Since 2008, the grant
program has supported 76 programs exceeding $2.1 million in total funding; grant recipients have
directly generated more than $10 million in new sales of Wisconsin food products.* Several funded
projects have strengthened local food distribution networks. For example, in 2019, Enos Farm
received $18,000 in funding to develop the Wisconsin Farm-to-Freezer program that involved
purchasing locally grown organic vegetables in bulk through contracts with farmers and preserving
them.* This allowed for future purchase by local restaurants and other food establishments committed
to local sourcing. This aggregation operation is parallel to that of a food hub.

5.3 OTHER NON-GOVERNMENTAL INVOLVEMENT

A number of non-governmental programs and organizations support local and regional food systems.
As of 2014, farmers market associations existed in 26 states.” In Pennsylvania, the nonprofit

FoodRoutes Network promotes local food systems and oversees Buy Fresh Buy Local® chapters.®
These chapters organize educational materials, outreach events, and local food guides to support local
food and farmers. Many food hubs are also private for-profit companies; of the 302 food hubs in the
U.S., 40 percent operate as private businesses.”’” Some private firms provide independent third-party
food safety audits for produce.” Food hubs in Towa operate largely without direct government drivers
and directly compete in the local foods market.*”’
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Community organizations have played an integral role in spreading the message of the importance of
locally sourced foods. In Topsham, Maine, residents identified the closed Brunswick Naval Air Station
facility as a desirable location for a food hub. *’A local fair trade coffee roaster purchased the entire
facility in support of the eventual creation of a food hub.”” While the community is still securing the
necessary funds, the effort organizers, spearheaded by local residents who share a commitment to the
local food system, seek government support to match their enthusiasm.

6 CASE STUDIES

To understand the regional food supply system in Vermont from a variety of vantages points, we
conducted structured interviews with representatives from local farms, food hubs, schools, and
supermarkets. Additionally, we contacted subject matter experts for their insights and knowledge. The
goal was to obtain a comprehensive view of the food supply system at all levels across the entire state.

6.1 GROWERS

Growers and farmers in Vermont make up about four percent of total state gross domestic product.”
The average farm size is 185 acres, compared to the national average of 444 acres, meaning Vermont
farmers operate at much smaller scales on average (see figure 5.1).”

Number of Farms, by Size Category, 2012 and 2017
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In our analysis we interviewed several small local farmers to understand their production and
distribution processes. We focused specifically on two farms in our case study: Burnt Rock Farm in
Huntington, Vermont and River Berry Farm in Fairfax, Vermont. This analysis revealed several
common barriers to expanding the local food market, including transportation costs, competition with
cheaper large-scale production, and identifying markets for their products.
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6.1.1 TRANSPORTATION

Our  literature  review revealed  that

transportation and the distribution of goods is :

a common struggle for small farmers. A
Refrigerated trucks are the main form of
transportation, but they are quite expensive
for small-scale farmers to use.”* However, our
discussions with local growers highlighted
that these costs are somewhat expected in the
local foods market and are not the biggest , . '
barrier to growing the local foods market.”

Justin Rich, the owner of Burnt Rock Farm—

a 20-acre organic vegetable farm in

Huntington, Vermont—described his

distribution route.”® His farm runs a box truck

three days a week, filled with winter storage

crops, including potatoes, squash, onions, and

summer greenhouse crops depending on the

season. Their main markets are Burlington ' 72?

and Middlebury, both of which are about 40 5
minutes away by truck (see Figure 6.1.1).”

About 30 percent of their sales occur out of FIGURE 6.1.1 M.t
state. Mr. Rich described how his relationship ‘ .

with Intervale Food Hub plays an important

role in his aggregation and distribution process. By streamlining the distribution to one location, Mr.
Rich is able to save additional transportation costs.”

Burnt Rock Fary Nour: (T \at

David Marchant, the owner of River Berry Farm in Fairfax, Vermont, described a similar experience
with transportation costs. Mr. Marchant and Jane Sorensen grow 50 acres of organic vegetables, three
acres of strawberries, and 1.5 acres of organic raspberries; they also maintain an 18,000 square foot
greenhouse.” Their products largely go to Burlington, which is about 30 minutes away by truck.'”
Additionally, they ship products to New Yotk and Boston about two times a week."”" Like Burnt Rock
Farm, Mr. Marchant described the importance of their relationship with food hubs and wholesale
distributors for accessing the larger local foods market. River Berry Farm has close connections with
Intervale Food Hub and Deep Root Organic, a cooperative with 24 member-farmers acting as an
intermediary distributor to stotes in the area.'”” Mr. Marchant shared the classic dilemma for small
farmers: “more markets means more transportation.”'”” Because small farms, like River Berry Farm,
are responsible for transporting their own products, growers must consider the cost-benefit analysis
of selling to other stores and markets.

6.1.2 SCALE AND MARKET ACCESS

An inherent challenge with small farms and production is the lack of economies of scale. Farmers
growing several acres of a certain crop are unable to compete with large scale out-of-state producers.
For example, Mr. Rich with Burnt Rock Farm shared that “Sysco wouldn’t buy from us” since their
production is not big enough to fill their trucks.'” Mr. Rich also emphasized how his farm cannot
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compete for price with California growers selling ten thousand acres of carrots, sharing that “small-
scale farming is always about matching production with pricing.”'” Instead, his business model is
relationship based with consumers who are willing to pay extra for the local product."” In this way,
Mr. Rich captures the local premium. Because of the difficulties competing with large-scale producers,
they have to tap into other markets. Burnt Rock Farm and River Berry Farm both operate active CSA
programs, where local consumers can purchase a “share” of the weekly products from the farm. While
not the focus of their sales, Mr. Rich highlighted how their CSA business did well during COVID-19.
Winter is the only season where they host the CSA on the farm, and this year 140 people came every
other Wednesday to collect their shares."”” In the summer, River Berry Farm is a part of a multi-farm
CSA, which had a strong season this past year. While some small farms choose to participate in farmers
markets, neither of these growers sell products directly in these markets. Mr. Marchant highlights that
it comes down to costs and transportation.'” Ultimately, these growers cannot achieve a large scale at
farmers markets and they frequently operate as opportunities to build relationships with the
community. For Mr. Marchant and his employees, transportation and staffing costs do not make it an
efficient option compared to their other distribution processes.'”

In terms of pricing, both growers highlight that in the commodities market, most producers are price
takers. They are aware of the standard retail price for a case of a product based on the competitive
prices set across the country and in the Northeast.'"” Then, they must consider the additional costs of
being local (operating on a smaller scale and transportation) that increase their prices. Because of these
higher prices, farmers operating at this small scale frequently face challenges with breaking into the
markets. Mr. Rich shared that their most valuable customers are those that allow farmers to achieve
economies of scale but are willing to pay the higher price.""

6.2 FOOD HUBS

After speaking with farmers who provide their products to Intervale Food Hub, we had an
opportunity to meet with S.P Reid, the sales and marketing manager at Intervale. Intervale works with
over 70 growers and has offered home delivery to the Burlington area for more than four years.'?
Intervale maximizes its scale by bringing together different products and maintaining wide selection.

As a food hub, Intervale aggregates and distributes products to the local Burlington area. Vendors are
responsible for bringing their products to Intervale, where they will find truck docking stations and
storage facilities.'”” At these stations, Intervale also allows for cross-docking, where vendors can hold
produce for other buyers to pick up. In general, they charge a flat fee for pallets. As Reid noted, “the
number of times you touch produce you lose money.”""* Intervale adds a margin to the prices that
vendors set, and then retailers pay the increased price.'”

6.2.1 LACK OF INSTITUTIONAL INFRASTRUCTURE

Institutions, including hospitals, schools and universities, have the potential to purchase large
quantities of local food. However, many do not have the capacity or infrastructure to process this
food."" For Intervale specifically, this is one of the largest ongoing obstacles to creating a sustainable
local food market. Reid described how there are not sufficient facilities to process food cheaply or
make it possible for institutions without kitchens to purchase local food."” Reid also discussed how
hospitals and schools have much more purchasing power. Intervale has successfully incorporated dairy
in their operations, but they do not have the staff to cut and peel potatoes for the institutional
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customers.''® Additionally, there is simply not enough space and coolers to store the food they receive.
When selling to institutions, Intervale must adhere to safety guidelines and regulations, requiring staff
to check all products.'”” While cutrently part of their process, it is costly and takes time.

Intervale addresses the challenges facing the local food market by maintaining close relationships with
buyers and sellers. Their team has successfully maximized their scale, with 95 percent of their
operation focused on retail products.'” Reid noted that Intervale is not seeing any major challenges
with their business model and the supply of local products is there. To increase efficiency, Reid
proposes using existing relationships with farmers to create a more cohesive network.'” Additionally,
there is a possible route of expansion into charitable food systems to reach individuals of all
socioeconomic levels. Reid shared that “we’re not serving the community members that actually need
to be served” with their current direct to retail framework.'*

6.3 FARM TO SCHOOL PROGRAMS

The Vermont Farm to School Network is a statewide organization dedicated to providing leadership,
coordination, and advocacy to advance new and existing farm to school efforts in Vermont
classrooms, cafeterias, and communities. Schools and institutions take varying approaches and
commitments when integrating local food into the classroom.

6.3.1 BENNINGTON COUNTY HEAD START

Through an interview conducted with Assistant Director Rebecca Bishop of Bennington County Head
Start, we learned about the curricular and social benefits of integrating local food into the curriculum,
along with the challenges of operating at a small scale in trying to procure local foods. Bennington
County Head Start is an early childhood care center that works with 121 preschoolers, 48 infants and
toddlers, and 60 staff.'®

When the food services coordinator enters the bid procurement process, the staff member is
competing with institutions that might have hundreds or thousands of more individuals that are being
fed. As such, Bennington County Head Start faces a disadvantage in both price per unit and total
volume demanded.” The fundamental challenge, according to Ms. Bishop, is that local food is much
more expensive than food sourced from large wholesale suppliers or the grocery store. Only five
percent of the entire food budget at the center is utilized for procuring local food, which by the
definition of Bennington County Head Start, means within a 30-minute drive from any of their
locations.'” This does not exclude crossing the state border into New York or Massachusetts, though
there is a preference for Vermont growers.

The main source of outside financial support that Bennington County Head Start receives in order to
integrate local food comes from Vermont Agency of Agriculture grants.”” The center has received
two Agency of Agriculture grants: one was used to purchase kitchen equipment; the other was awarded
to the discretion of the center; Bennington County Head Start chose to use it to build its garden
through training staff and purchasing supplies and tools."”” Ms. Bishop is also in the process of
applying for a Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) Grant, which would be the third Vermont
Agency of Agriculture grant. This grant would allow the center to purchase a CSA share and receive

an 80 percent reimbursement, which would allow the center to spend more money per child on local
foods.'*®
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Ms. Bishop discussed the cost prohibitions reflected in the effort to acquire dairy products from the
local dairy farm where many of the parents of their students work. To address the financial barriers
associated with scale regarding the procurement of local foods, Bennington County Head Start
initiated efforts to partner with the local elementary school that is located on the same road.'” This
would allow the two to jointly order food in bulk which would lower the per unit cost. However, the
partnership was not finalized at the time of the COVID-19 pandemic and plans have thus been halted
indefinitely.

6.3.2 PUTNEY CENTRAL SCHOOL

We conducted an interview with Principal Herve Pelletier and Sustainability Coordinator Steve Head
from Putney Central School. The school is K-6 and serves 175 students."” Through this interview, we
gained insight into the extensive number of resources that are necessary to move away completely
from a third-party food services vendor, and accomplish all food procurement, preparation, and
service in-house. According to a 2018 case study, 30 percent of the food budget at Putney Central
School goes towards procuring local foods."'

The main source of financial support outside of the food budget that allows Putney Central School to
allocate resources towards local food is an Agency of Agriculture grant, specifically a Farm To School
And Eatly Childhood: Child Nutrition Implementation Grant."”> The school also works with several
growers and food distributor intermediaries throughout the state of Vermont. These are chiefly:
Thomas Dairy, Black River Produce, the Putney Food Shelf, Food Connects, and Upper Valley
Produce."”

A challenge that Putney Central School faced in the transition to away from a third-party vendor was
the additional labor cost."”* When sourcing from large wholesale retailers that have the capacity and
scale to operate large processing centers, produce typically arrives already washed, cut, and prepared.
This means that it is ready to cook and serve upon acquisition. Many smaller farms do not have the
ability to do this, and their products are shipped unprocessed. Putney Central School currently
employs two staff members in the kitchen. Because the school is committed to lunch services like
salad bars, staff members incur more labor like manually shredding carrots rather than receiving pre-
shredded carrots packages.

An advantage that smaller institutions, like Putney Central School, encounter in handling food
acquisition within themselves is that they can partner with smaller farms and growers that normally
would not get picked up by larger food hubs."” Principal Pelletier specifically referenced how the
school partners with Thomas Dairy, which operates at too small of a scale to work with organizations
like the Abbey Food Group. Additionally, the location of Putney Central School has meant that
transportation, which is a challenge that many other actors involved in regional food distribution
systems face, is fairly seamless. Because the school is located just off Route 91, farmers and food hubs
can easily deliver to the school on their way to Burlington, Concord, or other larger cities."”® The most
meaningful value added, according to Principal Pelletier and Mr. Head, is the social and lifestyle
benefits that buying and eating local instills in the students.
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6.4 RETAIL: HANOVER CO-OP

A key component of the local food system is retail operations. This includes smaller grocery stores
and co-ops to larger stores such as Hannaford’s and Price Chopper. Allan Reetz is the Director of
Public and Government Affairs at the Hanover Co-op Food Stores & Auto Service Centers. This
Upper Valley based co-op adheres to a commitment to selling local foods to its customers. The
Hanover Co-op stores adhere to the legal definitions of “local food” as defined by state statutes in
Vermont and in New Hampshire."”” The Co-op also uses the term “regional” for products originating
from inside a 100-mile radius from the stores."” In total, 19 percent of products are considered local,
and vendors can submit their product information if interested in selling their products at the Co-op
locations.” Mr. Reetz describes how the Hanover Co-op does not currently maintain a business
relationship with food hubs, although the director supports “food hubs, small-scale aggregation,
distribution, state and federal legislative policies, and farm bill funding.”'*’

The largest barrier that prevents the Hanover Co-op from selling more local products comes down to
shelf space."! While the Co-op does not charge vendors for shelves, known as slotting fees, the Co-
op stores still face challenges with space. When asked where state support would be helpful, Mr. Reetz
listed two major areas of concern: “Greater funding at the state level for small start-up farms, land
access negotiations, training programs, programs to foster regional distribution, and improved
monitoring and action against improper use of the term “local,” and its variations as protected by state
law.”'* While the Hanover Co-op locations have been very successful in supporting local food
markets in the Upper Valley, Mr. Reetz reaffirmed their goals to continue to expand the local products
sold in stores.

6.5 FOOD HUBS IN IOWA

To identify potential opportunities for government involvement in regional food supply systems in
Vermont, it is necessary to examine how Vermont compares with other states on the issue. After
extensive research, we identified Iowa as a state with an extensive food hub network. The Hawkeye
State is a major agricultural center; in 2019, the revenue from agricultural production in Iowa was the
second highest in the United States."” Over 30.6 million acres of land are farm operated in lowa,
accounting for more than 85 percent of the total state area.'* Corn and soybeans are the most
profitable crops in Towa, generating over $14 billion in value as of 2019."* The Iowa State Food Hub
Directory identifies eight food hubs in Iowa, clustered primarily around the Des Moines Metro area,
major interstates, and in rural Eastern Iowa (see Figure 6.5.1)."* The well-studied Iowa food system
is helpful to assess the infrastructure and incentives needed to strengthen local food distribution on a
large scale. Our cross-state analysis employs a case study approach to evaluate the components of
existing programs.
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The Iowa State University Extension and Outreach Farm, Food and Enterprise Development (FFED)
program was created in 2017."" FFED, formerly the Local Foods and Value Added Agriculture
Programs, was originally part of the Leopold Center for Sustainable Agriculture.'® FFED works to
support value-added agriculture enterprises, businesses and regional food systems through research,
education, and community engagement.'”’ In order to learn more about the current state in lowa, we
conducted interviews with Program Coordinator Courtney Long and Education Extension Specialist
Teresa Wiemerslage from FFED.

There are two networks organized by FFED that specifically support local food distribution. One is
the Regional Food Systems Working Group (RFSWG). RFSWG engages stakeholders at all levels of
regional food systems to create a community where they can communicate with and learn from one
another.”™ It provides an opportunity to aggregate all of these actors in one place. The second network
facilitated by FFED is the lowa Food Hub Managers Working Group, which was created in 2015.""
The purpose of the group is to improve its technical knowledge of aggregation and distribution
systems, source more local products, leverage funding, build partnerships, and grow opportunities for
farmers.

Research conducted by FFED is used to advise and make recommendations to stakeholders including
legislators for local food distribution systems. In 2018, FFED published a report detailing the path
for partnerships between local food hubs and school district nutrition programs through a pilot
program that offered grant funding to four schools in four different districts."” Funding was directed
to hire staff to provide assistance to participating schools to procure local products, create weekly
delivery routes and evaluate delivery costs, and investigate costs for minimally processed food items
for schools. The program reflected a sharp increase in local food purchase not only in the four pilot
schools that were the focus of the study, but also for 14 schools in six other districts, as services and
products developed from the grant funding were offered to any school district that chose to
participate. The total local food purchases by the four pilot schools increased from $10,451 to $52,401
from the baseline (2012-13 school year) to the end of the project (2014-15 school year)." This increase
is visualized in Figure 6.5.2. Additionally, there was a $20,236 to $71,761 increase in local food
purchases throughout the six observed counties.'™ This reflects the spillover effects of facilitating
individual relationships between food hubs and schools. Based on these findings, when schools are
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/ RECOMMENDATIONS

Following our analysis of the local and regional food supply system in Vermont, we present several
recommendations that the State Legislature may consider to support the local food market.

7.1 LOCAL FOOD BILLS IN THE 2021-2022 LEGISLATIVE SESSION

Two relevant bills are currently under consideration in the Vermont Senate and House of
Representatives during the 2021-2022 legislative session regarding local food systems. Senate Bill 100
and House Bill 150 are jointly important for supporting farm to school programs in Vermont.
However, no legislation specific to food hubs has been introduced. Considering the findings of this
report, we recommend the State consider food hub development and expansion through specific grant
programs and legislation.

7.1.1 VERMONT SENATE BILL 100: FARM FRESH SCHOOL MEALS FOR ALL

The Senate Committee on Agriculture introduced Senate Bill 100 in February of 2021, which
supports the development and sustainability of farm to school programs.™ As of March 25, 2021, this
bill received a favorable report with recommendation of an amendment by the Committee on
Appropriations.'”  S.100, titled “Farm Fresh School Meals for All,” is comprised of two main
components. The first section proposes a requirement that all public schools in Vermont provide
breakfast and lunch to all students free of charge. The costs for the universal breakfast and lunch
program that are not covered through federal or state funds would be reimbursed by school districts.'®
Currently, about 18 percent of students attend a Vermont public school that offers universal meals
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through a USDA program.'®' However, increasing the universal meals program for all public schools
will cost an estimated $24-40 million per year to the Education Fund.'®®

The second component proposes a new grant program to be administered by the Agency of
Education, incentivizing schools to purchase locally produced food.'”’ Additionally, the bill proposes
increases in appropriations for the Farm to School and Early Childhood Grant Program. The funding
mechanism for the locally produced food grant is as follows: for FY2022, $1 million from the
education fund and $500,000 from the general fund, then $600,000 annually from the Agency of
Education Budget. Funding for the Farm to School and Early Childhood Grant will be an increase of
$328,125 in FY2022 from the general fund.'"*

The bill identifies the goal that by 2023, at least 20 percent of all food purchased by supervisory unions
and districts will be local products. To achieve this, the bill proposes that school boards with an active
school breakfast, lunch, or summer meals program report an estimate of the percentage of local foods
purchased (by cost) during a one-year period to the Agency of Education by December 31, 2021.'%
From there, school boards will be eligible to apply for a local foods incentive grant if the supervisory
union has a local purchasing plan, food coordinator, tracking process, and complied with all reporting
requirements. There are three types of grant payments available depending on the percentage of local
foods purchase by the district: (A) 15 cents for each reimbursable school lunch for supervisory unions
purchasing at least 15 percent local foods; (B) 20 cents for each reimbursable school lunch for
supervisory unions purchasing at least 20 percent local foods; or (C) 25 cents for each reimbursable
school lunch for supervisory unions purchasing at least 25 percent local foods.

While this bill indicates support for local farm to school programs, based on the findings of this report
and our conversations with local schools, we share several concerns about the effectiveness of the
reporting and grant requirements.'®® Annual reporting to the Agency of Education in addition to a
separate yearly grant application creates additional paperwork that could burden the schools in
question. Principal Pelletier of Putney Central Schools discussed in an interview how the paperwork
and grant applications are already difficult for small schools to manage, which serves as a barrier to
attaining support.'” We are concerned that dividing the reporting mechanism and grant application
into two separate pieces would discourage schools from pursuing these opportunities. There may also
be situations where schools with small percentages of local products might decide to not report their
percentages to the Agency of Education knowing there is no prize or penalty to do so. Since many of
the questions in the application likely overlap with the reporting questionnaire, we recommend the
reporting and application questions are combined into one document for the schools to submit.

Additionally, schools that already purchase greater than 15 percent of local products are at a substantial
advantage over schools with less than 15 percent. For example, consider Bennington County Head
Start, which was one of the educational programs we focused on in this report. For their current yeatly
food budget, only five percent of their purchases are of local products.'® While this program
encourages deep integration of local food systems through field trips and partnerships with local
gardens in the surrounding community in Bennington with hopes to expand their local food budget
further, S.100 would exclude the current program from additional grant funding. While S.100 may
work as an incentive to encourage schools to reach the 15 percent level, many schools that are
currently far below the standard will be unable to receive the support necessary to achieve that level.
Because reimbursement only begins at the 15 percent level, these schools would likely face funding
issues before they reach these additional grant opportunities.
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It is important to recognize that this bill is still in the Vermont Senate, meaning that currently the
House Committee on Agriculture and Forestry is not directly involved. However, should this bill pass
through the Senate and go to the House, these considerations will become relevant.

7.1.2 VERMONT HOUSE BILL 150

The Vermont House Committee on Education introduced House Bill 150 in January 2021. The bill
proposes the creation of incentives for schools to purchase local foods.'” H.150 also establishes the
goal that at least 20 percent of all foods purchased for correctional facilities (measured by either cost
or volume) is locally produced by 2024.

H.150 uses the same language as S.100 to identify the State goal that all school supervisory unions and
districts purchase at least 20 percent of their food budgets locally. Additionally, the reporting
requirement to the Agency of Education and subsequent grant applications are consistent with S.100.
However, under H.150 section 3(4), if a school district is eligible for a grant (meaning the supervisory
union has a local purchasing plan, food coordinator, tracking process, and complied with all reporting
requirements), the district will receive 15 cents per reimbursable school lunch regardless of the current
level of local food purchased.'™ This would mean that a school program like Bennington County Head
Start that only purchases five percent of its foods locally would still be eligible for this grant
opportunity. A district or program can only apply for this grant and receive funding once. However,
after receiving this initial grant, districts would be able to apply for an additional grant for local food
depending on their levels of local food purchased. This follows the same language of S.100 (schools
with 15 percent local food would be reimbursed by 15 cents per meal, 20 percent local food
reimbursed by 20 cents per meal etc.). Considering our analysis, we strongly support this bill since it
supports school programs that do not currently purchase greater than 15 percent of their foods locally.
Instead of widening the stratification between schools with significant local food consumption and
those with limited levels, this program provides local food funding for all schools. With this additional
funding in 2022, schools would be more likely to increase their local foods budgets to access future
grants for subsequent years.

7.2 DEVELOPMENT OF A FOOD HUB TO SCHOOL PROGRAM

We recommend that the State investigate the feasibility of developing a food hub to school program.
Because farm to school partnerships can only facilitate the distribution of products that are produced
at that one farm, schools must still rely on larger third-party commercial retailers to procure much of
their food or undergo laborious efforts to initiate, coordinate, and sustain multiple relationships with
several different farms at any given time. They must also arrange appropriate transportation and
storage if they choose to engage with many farms. This is a disincentive for schools to seek out more
than one farm to school relationship.

A food hub to school program, by contrast, eliminates the labor required by the school because the
food hub would become responsible for acquiring and gathering all of the food requests that a school
might submit. The school would then only have to work with one food hub rather than multiple farms.
Food hubs by nature are designed to handle food aggregation, which would allow them to effectively
work with schools that require a myriad of different foods to serve in their cafeterias. This is a
motivating factor in California AB-1009, which proposes the development of a farm to school food
hub program to be administered by the California Department of Agticulture (see section 5.2.1)."" A
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successful pilot model implemented by the state of Iowa (see section 6.5) also reflects spillover costs
associated with just establishing an avenue for a single school district on schools in surrounding

areas.m

A food hub to school program would address the challenges cited by Putney Central School associated
with making relationships and connections with various farms and growers by centralizing these
transactions through a single intermediary.'” This also addresses the desire cited by Reid from
Intervale Food Hub to partner with larger institutions that have more purchasing power than a single
restaurant or consumer.'”* This system could drastically reduce the amount of food dollars sent by
Vermont institutions out of state, as the food hub to school program in Iowa increased local food
expenditures by more than three-fold."”

7.3 GREATER SUPPORT THROUGH GRANT AWARDS

The Vermont legislature may consider allocating more funding to support local food systems,
specifically in the Agency of Agriculture grants. Of the Vermont Agency of Agriculture grants that
directly cite increasing local food systems as a stated purpose, the award amounts are relatively small,
averaging around $10,000, and ranging from $1,000 (Community Supported Agriculture Grants) to
$25,000 (Dairy Agritourism Grants).'”® By comparison, the Buy Local, Buy Wisconsin grant amounts
average roughly $28,000 per grantee.'” While the average size and scale of Wisconsin farms are larger
than those of Vermont, most of the Buy Local, Buy Wisconsin grant awardees are small and medium
sized enterprises.'”

In particular, a gap exists in grant support for the intermediaries in regional food supply systems like
food hubs and retailers. Supporting these intermediaries through Agency of Agriculture grants could
potentially eliminate additional costs that stakeholders like growers and institutional consumers
currently incur in the local food system. Investing in food hubs, whose main purpose is to facilitate
connections and fill current gaps that exist between producers and consumers, increases the resources
that growers and institutions can dedicate to their specific internal operations. For example, a school
like Putney Central would not have to maintain individual relationships with multiple farms across the
state and instead could allocate that time and energy to serving meals to their students.

Larger amounts of capital will allow stakeholders to break into larger economies of scale and expand
their foundations for sustained relationships and growth. While this requires greater upfront
investment, these grants will likely generate increased revenue purely from local food systems by
keeping food dollars within the state, as has been observed with the $10 million revenue increase in
Wisconsin attributed to this grant program.'”

7.4 SUPPORT LOCAL PROCESSING FACILITIES

A common concern noted throughout our interviews with relevant stakeholders was the limited
infrastructure for processing local produce. The responsibility often lies in the consumer to wash, cut,
and prepare produce for cooking when using local foods, which entails a greater amount of labor.
This becomes even less feasible if they are preparing hundreds or thousands of meals. In particular,
Principal Pelletier and Mr. Head discussed the large amount of labor that is required to prepare the
salad bar for lunch every day." Reid from Intervale Food Hub also discussed this challenge with
respect to large institutions whose kitchens and staff are not equipped for food preparation.'”®' Larger
commercial processors have the ability to supply produce pre-washed and pre-cut so that they are
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ready to use, which provides a comparative advantage that makes it difficult for local actors to
compete. This is even a challenge in Iowa, according to Ms. Long, who cited the need for more
processing facilities.

The interview findings are consistent with Section 3.4 Food Processing and Manufacturing in the
Vermont Farm to Plate Strategic Plan. "*The report details the potential benefits to local stakeholders
in expanding the current food processing facilities in Vermont. This would include stronger product
lines, greater control over the process of bringing food to market, and capitalizing on local branding
and certifications. We recommend conducting additional research into available food processing
facilities and opportunities for capacity building to strengthen local produce chains in the state of
Vermont.

8 CONCLUSION

This report aims to inform the Vermont House Committee on Agriculture and Forestry about the
nuances of regional food systems in Vermont, and how the state may support stakeholders at all points
along the supply chain. The report begins by introducing the significance of regional food supply
systems, and the different mechanisms by which products travel from producers to consumers.
Through a comprehensive review of existing literature, including examples of government
involvement, the report creates a foundation for cross-state comparisons between programs and
legislation in other states and regions. Interviews and meetings with key stakeholders, including
growers, Intervale Food Hub, Hanover Co-op, Vermont schools, and experts in Iowa, provided clear
insight into the current barriers to market expansion. The largest recurring concern originates from
high prices. Given the barriers present, there is likely an opportunity for the Vermont State Legislature
to become further involved in the local food systems, especially through increased support for local
food hubs. This report provides a framework for understanding the current state of regional food
systems in Vermont, the obstacles that stakeholders face, and opportunities for action and
improvement. The analysis and recommendations seek to support Vermont legislators in making
informed and sound policy decisions regarding regional food systems.
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