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What is a Local/Regional Food System?

All phases 
of the lifecycle of food…

Take place within a 
specific region (county, 
state, multi-state area)

And the benefits 
(economic, social, 

environmental, 
nutritional) accrue to 
the local community

*Products are marketed as LOCAL so that consumers can choose to 
support local businesses with their purchase*



Defining Local Food?

Ways that “Local” has been defined:
» Miles

» County
» State

» Region
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There are a lot of options for how to define local! “Local” for one school might mean within the county, while “local” for another might include the entire state and even adjacent states. You may even have different definitions of local depending on the season or the type of product that you are purchasing.Images on slide illustrate 3 possible definitions of local for Pierre, SD. 



What is a Local Food System?

Source: CS Mott Group for Sustainable Food Systems at Michigan State University



Market Demand
Over 167,000 producers selling locally

 87% of shoppers consider whether grocery 
store sources local food (Nat’l Grocers Assn)

 #1 trend on “What’s Hot” survey of chefs 
for past 7 years (Nat’l Restaurant Assn)

 85% increase in farmers markets since 2008 
and 110% increase in food hubs during 
same period (USDA AMS)

 Schools bought close to $800m in local food 
in 2013-14 – over 100% increase from 2011-2012 
(USDA FNS)

 Local Food Market Size: $8.7b in 2015 (USDA 
NASS)

Consumers Demand to “Buy Local”



https://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/food-dollar-series/documentation.aspx

Farm Share of U.S. Consumer Food Dollar (2015)

Different story in local food systems…

 In “short” supply chains, local producers 
received up to seven times the price 
compared to mainstream chains - USDA ERS 
report http://www.ers.usda.gov/media/122609/err99_1_.pdf

 Food Hubs often return between 75 to 85 
percent of their wholesale sales revenues 
to their producers - USDA AMS report 
http://dx.doi.org/10.9752/MS046.04-2012

Benefits to Local Producers/Economies

In mainstream supply chains,    
farmers retain only 15.6 cents
of the consumer food dollar.

https://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/food-dollar-series/documentation.aspx
http://www.ers.usda.gov/media/122609/err99_1_.pdf
http://dx.doi.org/10.9752/MS046.04-2012


Local Food as an Economic Driver                     
for Rural America 

Strong Economic 
Multiplier Effect 

Virtually all revenues 
generated in a local 

food system stay 
local and are 

reinvested into the 
community



2015 Local Food Market Sales

Direct-to-Consumer 
Market Sales

Intermediated 
Market Sales

Farmers Markets, CSAs, Farm stands/stores, 
online markets, mobile markets, U-pick, etc.

Direct to Retail, Direct to 
Institutions, and Intermediaries

$3 Billion $5.7 Billion  

167,009 Producers / $8.7 Billion in Food Sales 

164,160
producers

80,277
producers

Source: U.S. Department of Agriculture, National Agricultural Statistics Service, 2015 Local Food Marketing Practices Survey.
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Half the number of producers but almost twice as much sales



Farmers Market Growth Trends

14.7% 
Increase



Evolving Role of Farmers Market
 Value in Visibility – most visceral part of the food system, 

directly connecting farmers and consumers

 Low Barriers to Entry – vital for new and beginning farmers

 Business Incubator – the place to start and build a new 
business

 Living Laboratory – product testing, immediate customer 
feedback

 Market Cross-Promotion – with CSAs, restaurants, u-pick 
operations, agritourism, etc.

 Community Economic Driver – spillover effects to other 
businesses in the area

Food Systems Evolving



Periphery

Mid-Level

Core

Chain Retail/ Restaurants
Institutions

(Online Grocery)

Traditional single farm CSA
Farmers Markets

U-pick Operations

Farm2Table Restaurants
Retail Food Coops 

Independent Grocery
Online Farmers Markets

Multi-farm CSA

Value Proposition

More price
sensitive

Less price
sensitive

Transaction
Based

Alliance
Based

Local Food Shareholders

Slide adapted from the presentation “Community Supported Agriculture: New Models for Changing Markets”  by Tim Woods, Matt Ernst, and Debra Tropp

Strategic Reach



Social Equity in Food Systems?

Farmworkers?

Food Access and Food Justice?

Food Chain 
Workers?

Environment?

Farm Viability?



Food Systems and Regional Councils

…and at least 37 other 
Regional Councils doing 
food systems work…



Fed Reserve – USDA Collaboration

Harvesting Opportunity
The Power of Regional Food Economies 

to Transform Communities

www.stlouisfed.org/community-development/publications/harvesting-opportunity

or just search: “Harvesting Opportunity Fed Reserve”

 One of the editors, and co-author of the 
chapter “Getting the Margin to Meet the 
Mission: Food Hub Financial Viability”



Jim Barham
Community Economic Development Division

Rural Business-Cooperative Service
USDA Rural Development

James.Barham@wdc.usda.gov

That’s It!

www.rd.usda.gov/about-rd/initiatives/community-
economic-development

mailto:James.barham@ams.usda.gov


USDA Resources to Support 
Food Systems Development

James Barham, PhD
Rural Business-Cooperative Service

USDA Rural Development – Washington, DC
James.Barham@wdc.usda.gov

mailto:James.Barham@wdc.usda.gov


Support along the Supply Chain

 Seasonal High Tunnel initiative 
(hoop houses)

 Farm loans, microloans and 
Farm Storage Facility Loans

 Regional food hubs and     
other local food infrastructure 

 Marketing and retail      
opportunities





Regional Food Hub Resource Guide                  
Food hub impacts on regional food systems, and the   
resources available to support their growth and development

Other Food Systems Resources

Electronic copies of these publications can be downloaded for free at www.ams.usda.gov/localfood

Food Value Chains
Creating Shared Value to Enhance Marketing Success

The Economics of Local Food
A Toolkit to Guide Community Discussions, Assessments      
and Choices

http://www.ams.usda.gov/localfood


 Running a Food Hub:                   
Lessons Learned from the Field 

 Running a Food Hub:                  
Business Operations Guide

 Running a Food Hub:                
Assessing Financial Viability

 NEW! Running a Food Hub:     
Learning from Food Hub Closures

USDA Reports

Food Hub Technical Report Series   

Electronic copies of these publications can be downloaded for free    
at www.rd.usda.gov/publications/publications-cooperatives

http://www.rd.usda.gov/publications/publications-cooperatives


Rural Development’s   
Cooperative Programs
www.rd.usda.gov/programs-services/all-
programs/cooperative-programs

Professional staff conduct research and 
provide educational trainings, technical 
assistance, and grant support to co-ops  
across the country.  

USDA Co-op Resources

www.rd.usda.gov

http://www.rd.usda.gov/programs-services/all-programs/cooperative-programs


USDA Co-op Resources

Library of Co-op Publications
www.rd.usda.gov/publications/publications-cooperatives

Extensive library of over 150 publications, including Rural Cooperatives magazine,          
and many “how to” guides like:

http://www.rd.usda.gov/publications/publications-cooperatives


Online Training on Assessing and 
Financing Regional Food Enterprises

Learn how to use Wholesome Wave’s Food Hub 
Business Assessment Toolkit through a case-
based interactive training.

Directly Access the food financing training here:

http://aglearn.usda.gov/customcontent/RD/RD-FOOD-
HUB-ASSESS-WEBONLY/startCourse_RD-FOOD-HUB-
ASSESS_2713.html

Online Training Opportunity!

http://aglearn.usda.gov/customcontent/RD/RD-FOOD-HUB-ASSESS-WEBONLY/startCourse_RD-FOOD-HUB-ASSESS_2713.html


Includes data on:
 USDA-funded local food projects

 Farmers markets, food hubs, 
meat processors, and other 
“context data” gathered by 
USDA agencies

 Projects and resources from       
9 other Federal Departments

www.ams.usda.gov/local-food-sector/compass-map

Local Food Compass Map
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The other part of the Compass is our map. We’ve taken data provided by your agencies and others and mapped USDA’s investment in local and regional food systems. We’ve also added “context data” gathered by USDA – things like farmers markets, food hubs, wholesale markets and meat processing facilities. And last fall, we added projects funded by 9 other federal departments. We plan to update the map several times a year as new data comes in. 



Explore Opportunities and Partnerships
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Virginia as an example: -SCBG to train farmers in greenhouse installation and maintenance to profitably produce locally-grown vegetables. -In addition to this, NRCS has funded nearly 200 high tunnels/hoop houses in VA since 2010, also increasing the production of local produce year-round. -RBEG for farmers market pavillion – creation of a direct-marketing opportunity-CF for a box truck to transport locally-grown produce to regional supermarkets – this is the next step to larger-volume markets. The map helps you see everything that’s happening around USDA, how things connect, and other resources and networks you can tap into in your region. 



www.ams.usda.gov/local-food-sector/compass-map

Find Resources to Fit the Need
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It’s also a tool for your customers. Say you have someone come into the office who’s interested in building a cold storage facility for produce they’ll be marketing locally. You can give them information about your own agency’s resources, but then send them to the map and encourage them to do a keyword search for “cold storage.” Here’s a farm in New Mexico that built a cold storage unit with the help of a Specialty Crop Block Grant through AMS. This tool helps improve our service to these customers and hopefully makes your job easier – you don’t need to know about all of the many programs USDA offers, but you can direct them to this tool, which will open up new opportunities for them. 



The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) prohibits discrimination in all its programs and
activities on the basis of race, color, national origin, age, disability, and where applicable, sex,
marital status, familial status, parental status, religion, sexual orientation, genetic information,
political beliefs, reprisal, or because all or part of an individual's income is derived from any
public assistance program. (Not all prohibited bases apply to all programs.) Persons with
disabilities who require alternative means for communication of program information (Braille,
large print, audiotape, etc.) should contact USDA's TARGET Center at (202) 720-2600 (voice and
TDD). To file a complaint of discrimination, write to USDA, Director, Office of Civil Rights, 1400
Independence Avenue, S.W. , Washington , D.C. 20250-9410 , or call (800) 795-3272 (voice) or
(202) 720-6382 (TDD). USDA is an equal opportunity provider and employer.
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