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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

. WHY THIS REPORT NOW?

The funders of this study, and the network they represent, are unified in their desire for a
different farm and food system. More than 20 public and private funders “have come
together to explore ways to work together to increase the demand for healthy food among
all populations in Chicago and Illinois and to promote its local or regional production and
widespread accessibility and affordability.”*

The principal aim of this report is to identify key leverage points where positive change
can be made through strategic investment by funders acting alone or in collaboration to
increase their effectiveness.

. METHODOLOGY

More than 70 in-depth interviews make up the core of the study. Over the course of this
project we spoke with farmers, university employees, funders, food industry staff,
activists, state and federal employees, City of Chicago staff, and nonprofit staff. For a
complete list of interviewees see appendix A in the full report.

We saw the project as an unfolding investigation looking for an answer to the question
“What actions will effect the most change?” It was a search for experienced opinions that
we could analyze for opportunities and leverage points.

lIl. THE BIG PICTURE
Future Prospects of the lllinois Food System:
Two Views

The comments of interviewees about the prospects of changing the Illinois food system in
the direction sought by the funders of this report fall into two camps—the first, decidedly
pessimistic; the second, optimistic. Both these views of the Illinois food system tell the
truth.

One view: The glass is half empty

To some of those working to change the Illinois food system, the prospects seem dismal.
Some say that in 25 years things will only have gotten bigger. In this vision, government
commodity subsidies will continue to dominate the state’s agricultural sector. Small-scale
farms of less than 100 acres will constitute the rest of the state’s farm economy. And
there will be little in between.

 From the lllinois Food Systems Needs Assessment Request for Proposal, December 2003.
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Proponents of this view report that less is happening to create a local, sustainable, and
healthy food system in Illinois than in nearby states, such as lowa, Wisconsin, Minnesota,
and Michigan.

“In Wisconsin, a lot of people are doing stuff at the margins. [Here in Illinois], it’s only a
very small handful.” And, “It’s hard to get [innovative agricultural grant proposals] out of
Ilinois. It’s a little bit disconcerting when you don’t even get anything out of Illinois.”

Another view: The glass is half full

At the same time, many voices offer small success stories that paint a more hopeful
picture of the future. Again and again, we heard about the growing demand for high
quality, differentiated, locally grown food products—both conventional and organic—
in high volume places such as supermarkets, restaurants, schools, and hospitals.
Consumers are ready. Here are two voices:

“I’d buy a lot more locally [for my store] if I could get it, particularly organic. It has the
best flavor, not like those cardboard tomatoes.” And, “There are sizable markets in health
care and food service that are looking for highly differentiated food products, not only
differentiated on the basis of quality factors, but also in terms of food stories . . . where
did it come from, who are the farmers. The food service industry is extremely concerned
about the loss of mid-size farms. It’s an enormous opportunity.”

Who Will Feed lllinois?

To what degree, then, will the people of Illinois, say 25 years down the road, be fed by
mega-farms? Small, diversified farms? Medium-sized farms? Urban farms and gardens?
Asian and Latin American farms?

Food for all. There’s more to the question, “Who will feed Illinois?” than the type, size,
and location of farms. There’s the question of whether everyone in Illinois will have the
same access, the same right, to healthy and affordable food.

Other factors will influence whether everyone in Illinois has access to a healthy diet, such
as having affordable stores in lower income neighborhoods and public transportation
systems.

We return to food production. U.S. agriculture is increasingly bipolar. The 70% of the
farms in the middle—575,000 small to medium-sized farms—are the most at risk.?

Small is beautiful. Small-scale diversified direct marketers (CSAs, farmers’ markets, et
al.) are trailblazers. They play a critical strategic role by introducing tens of thousands of
people to high-quality farm fresh foods.

However, small-scale diversified direct marketers won’t feed Illinois, and they won’t
feed Chicago. One limitation of small-scale diversified direct marketers is that they won’t

2 Willard Cochrane, A Food and Agricultural Policy for the 21st Century, unpublished paper, 1999.
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reach average American shoppers in large numbers. In a similar fashion, urban
agriculture won’t stock too many shelves. Nor will they produce high numbers of paying
jobs. But their contribution will be invaluable for neighborhood development and
stability, education, production of ethnic and specialty crops, and for generating new
recruits, especially youth.

Mega-farms raising monocultures of corn and soybeans won’t feed the people of
Illinois either. The crops they raise are destined for export markets, animal feed, or
industrial uses. The commaodity system is not as stable or monolithic as some believe.
Stan Schutte, Triple S Farms, says, “Deep down, this system is unhealthy. It’s going to
fall apart.”

In the hopeful view of the future, medium-sized farms will undergo the greatest
change. Through crop diversification, through the creation of new partnerships and
marketing infrastructure, and through a transformation of mental attitude—with financial
and operational support from the land grant system, public policy, and the private
sector—these medium-sized farms will become increasingly able to supply the wholesale
markets that feed the majority of people in Illinois.

The Missing Infrastructure

Before moving to the heart of this report readers must understand the barriers that keep
medium-sized family farms from directly feeding the people of Illinois. We are calling
these barriers the missing infrastructure.

1. Physical infrastructure: There is a need for processing facilities for livestock,
storage facilities where perishable product can be refrigerated and loads
consolidated, processing facilities for dairy and fresh produce, and transportation,
distribution, and marketing in new ways.

2. Attitude: This is the absence of a strong positive mental model that medium-sized
diversified Illinois farms are viable, and that farmers can benefit by transitioning
to new crops and to wholesale marketing. This is also about the lifestyle transition
conventional corn and soybean farmers would have to make were they to
transition to diversified crops or livestock.

3. Knowledge: The particular deep knowledge it takes to raise any and all crops and
animals is eroded every time a diversified farmer goes out of business; entire
production categories, from vegetables to fruits to types of livestock, are at risk.
The knowledge of how to transport and market diversified crops is also part of the
missing infrastructure.

4. Training: When knowledge and experience are missing, the onus is on training—
the need to train new farmers and farmers in transition. This includes training in
marketing and distribution and issues unique to the urban grower.

5. Labor: Planting, weeding, harvesting, grading and packing, pruning trees, and
care of livestock will all need an expanded and trained labor force if the Illinois
farm economy is to shift toward diversified crops.
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6. Land: Farmers report there is little farmland available, at least at affordable
prices. Suburbs and sprawl are taking prime farmland permanently out of
production. The City of Chicago has 60,000 to 70,000 vacant lots, but they are
often too expensive, too small, or simply unavailable. Ann Sorensen of American
Farmland Trust says, “The problem we have here in Illinois is local land use
planning...to do a good job with any food systems work, you need regional
planning.”

7. Financing: Even when a farmer owns the land, conventional financing for
unconventional crops can be hard to find and arrange.

8. Political will and savvy: Lack of political will among decision makers and
politicians and lack of political savvy at the grassroots and organizational levels
are barriers to success.

At the Crossroad

We stand at a crossroad. Without concerted investment and action now or in the near
future, the opportunity will slip away for Illinois producers to be the ones delivering
diversified and specialty products to the Illinois food marketplace. The growing demand
for high quality, diversified farm products, both organic and conventional, will be filled
increasingly by large-scale commodity suppliers out-of-state, out-of-region, and out-of-
country.

V. WHAT IS LEVERAGE?

Leverage is the idea that “small, well-focused actions can sometimes produce significant,
enduring improvements.™ For a system as large and complex as the Illinois farm and
food economy, there’s probably no single leverage point that could turn the system
around. Change will occur from the synergy of a number of actions and investments
made simultaneously.

V. LEVERAGE POINTS: HOW TO TAKE ACTION

We have identified seven key leverage points that funders should work on immediately
and simultaneously. For each leverage point we make recommendations for specific
actions to consider executing or funding.

To fund or to do? When we recommend an action, in almost every case (unless it is very
clearly specified otherwise) we are not distinguishing between actions that funders would
facilitate through an investment or grant or actions they would execute themselves.

® peter Senge, The Fifth Discipline: The Art and Practice of the Learning Organization (Currency, 1994),
64.
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Leverage Point 1: Be the Glue

What was missing suddenly became clear at one of the all-project-team meetings we held
to analyze the Illinois food system: glue.

Illinois has hundreds of groups, thousands of people, actively working on food system
reform. What it doesn’t have is a well-developed consciousness that all these
stakeholders are part of a single local food system movement. And it doesn’t have the
leadership to hold them all together.

Take the leadership role
Be the glue that holds these stakeholders together in common purpose. Stimulate deeper
conversations. Redefine a more positive picture of the future.

Funders may not need to play this role indefinitely. They may be able to pass the baton.
But we believe leadership that will hold together a common movement must be in place
before anything else can work, and the funders are well positioned to fill that need.

Funders can expand the volume of conversations by convening meetings and
conferences. They can request proposals for specific activities. They can speak with
credibility to the media and shape public opinion. They can draw in political and other
influential leaders. They can identify and attract additional financial resources.

Define the common purpose

No single entity can orchestrate a transformation of this magnitude. It takes hundreds of
organizations and tens of thousands of individuals doing their own thing, their own way,
with support from major institutions. The leverage is in herding this mass of self-
managed activity in a common general direction.

An important first step is to define that direction. A purpose statement could be as short
and simple as: A more diverse agriculture for Illinois—feeding us healthier food,
providing tomorrow’s best business opportunities.

Bring in new players; attract new resources

A more diverse network is a stronger network. From the agricultural sector, seek
diversity in production—crops, animals, scale, location, ways of marketing, integrated
pest management (IPM) as well as organic. From the food security sector, seek
demographic diversity and innovative projects that make locally grown food affordable to
low income people. Recruit hard inside the food industry—the voice of business is
seriously underrepresented. Allies from the land grant system and the State Department
of Agriculture are critical. Include the Illinois Farm Bureau. This will make it easier to
attract new resources. The effort will be taken more seriously by prospective funders and
participants.

Include faith-based communities as critical partners

Reach out to both rural and urban people through their religious communities. Faith-
based communities are both trusted vehicles of communication and cost-effective ways to
reach large numbers.
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Tear down the walls: Unite Illinois behind food system reform
The “profound cultural polarization between Chicago and downstate Illinois” is a major
impediment to change. But unlike the impenetrable commodity support system, these
cultural walls can be torn down or eroded through sheer intention and practice.

Move beyond the Food Summits
The Food Summits sponsored by The Chicago Community Trust were successful. They
got people talking, thinking, and interacting.

Now we recommend that the funders, in partnership with other sponsors, such as the
University of Illinois and the City of Chicago, take the Food Summits to the next level:
convene the one conference every year that no one can afford to miss.

Leverage Point 2: Shape Public Opinion

The change funders envision will, in large part, be market driven. There is leverage in
shaping what ordinary citizens believe about food, farming, and their own health.

Change the common story told about lllinois agriculture

The story needs to change from the one about the domination of corn, corn, corn, (and
soybeans), to a story about the early stages of transformation from an export-oriented
monoculture to a more diversified farm state learning to feed itself once again.

A majority of the interviewees offered some version of the prevailing mental model:
Ilinois farms raise exports; Illinois families eat mostly imports; and things won’t change
as long as government subsidies persist. Changing the prevailing mental model is
everyone’s responsibility and challenge.

Turn up the volume—fund communications work

The public and media’s love of new stories presents an opportunity to turn up the volume
and be heard by millions of people at once. Fund communications projects staffed by
media professionals.

Leverage Point 3: Build the Markets of the Middle

We recommend that funders take on the arduous task of building the wholesale
infrastructure that will enable Illinois farms to supply the food outlets—the grocery
stores, institutions, and restaurants—that feed most Illinois people every day.

Markets of the Middle are the portion of the conventional food distribution system that
can be recaptured and resupplied by small and medium-sized farms as part of a reformed
regional and national food distribution system. This includes all manner of wholesaling.
For example:

e One farm delivering to a number of restaurants three times a
week;
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e Many farms in a region reaching stores and/or restaurants
indirectly by delivering regularly to a produce distributor or a
specialty foods distributor; and

e Ten farms consolidating their mix of products under a single
brand name in order to gain efficiencies in processing,
trucking, and marketing.

We are either in the early and most difficult stages of a long, slow transition to a food
system driven by a desire for healthful, safe, high quality foods, and for connection to and
knowledge about the sources of food. Or, we are, as the skeptics contend, playing around
with permanent small niche markets that will never grow into something significant
enough to support tens of thousands of small and medium-sized farms in the U. S. The
authors of this report believe the die has not yet been cast. Without intervention, the
system will progress toward a confirmation of the skeptics’ view of tomorrow. There is
an opportunity to intervene.

Farmers are among the most resourceful people in the world. With adequate market
incentives and evidence of hope and support, farmers will find a way to surmount barrier
after barrier to deliver the goods.

Identify successful ventures and tell their stories
There are lots of farm-to-market activities in Illinois and in neighboring states whose
untold stories would be instructive, if not inspirational.

For example, the Amish are among the most talented growers of regional organic produce
and their stories range across lowa, Indiana, and Ontario, Canada.

This is, indeed, a regional effort, and state borders should not confine the marketing and
communications work. To keep success stories fresh, they’ll have to come from
Wisconsin, Michigan, Indiana, and lowa, as well as from Illinois.

The search for stories will lead to the creation of a list or database of ready-to-go farmers.
Make such a database widely available to the public; include an inventory of the products
and volumes the farmers can supply. This sets the stage for immediate expanded
wholesale marketing activity.

Amplify the level of local trade activity—support matchmaking

and marketing

Funders should invest in, support, train, and/or make alliances with individuals and
organizations that can bridge the gap between farmers and buyers. While some farmers
are skillful marketers, more and more farmers concede that marketing has become the
weak link in their survival chain.

Established brokers, cooperatives, or distributors will have the know-how to arrange and
coordinate deals. Skillful intermediaries will do even more. They will locate new markets
for unsold high quality product. They will inform growers about new opportunities.
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Number one on the matchmaking to-do list is connecting the ready-to-go farmers and the
ready-to-go buyers.

Support farmers in transition
The transition from commodity agriculture to raising specialty crops or livestock is
loaded with risk. So is the transition from conventional farming to organic.

If there is to be a significant Marketplace of the Middle in Illinois in 25 years, then there
must be a significant number of farmers who undergo one or both transitions.

Formal support and training will be necessary to reduce and manage the risks of
transition. Growers will benefit from a combination of advice and training on finance and
accounting, business management, technical farm production issues, marketing, and labor
management.

Cultivate partnerships within the food industry

Engage the food industry. The voice of the food industry is essential to this effort. Not
only do they own and manage the businesses that provide the majority of food consumed
in lllinois, but their detailed knowledge and experience are also essential ingredients in
planning for distribution strategies that will adequately serve these markets.

There are organizations, businesses, and individuals who are already building the
Markets of the Middle in their own way, on their own turf. Several are specifically
looking for partners in Illinois. See the full report for examples.

Engage the land grant and the state as partners

We heard criticism of the University of Illinois and the Illinois Department of Agriculture
for their lack of leadership and commitment to sustainable and organic agriculture. We
also encountered individuals inside those institutions who were hard at work to prove the
critics wrong.

The short-term battle is to support, strengthen, and grow the existing programs inside the
land grant system and inside the Department of Agriculture so they become increasingly
effective advocates for change. The long-term battle is to engage these two powerful
institutions as full partners and major funders of local and organic market development
and food system reform.

Support mission-driven business activity

At this early and experimental stage in the transformation of the Illinois food system,
strong ideas and strong entrepreneurs may not find sufficient capital for their start-up
activities in the usual places.

To the degree their own legal structures and internal guidelines permit, funders should
seriously consider all kinds of mission-driven food business proposals, including the most
far-reaching of ideas and activities. Scrutinize the entrepreneur as closely as the idea and
the plan itself. Does she or he have adequate skills? Recognize the leaders and the risk-
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takers who will successfully build the Markets of the Middle and step up to support the
growth of their enterprises, especially in the early stages, in both ordinary and new ways.

Leverage Point 4: Support Chicago Organic and Other
Urban Initiatives

Urban dwellers in the United States don’t associate their health with agriculture. 1t’s a
gap that keeps rural and urban people from working together. Community food security
is a way to unify farm and food concerns. It brings food distribution, food production,
nutrition, and feeding the poor into one analysis and process.

We have the public’s ear. The current national media focus on obesity and public health
is an excellent opportunity to connect what the nation eats, what the nation weighs, and
how the nation farms.

We have the greenest mayor. Mayor Richard M. Daley’s ambition to make Chicago the
greenest city in the United States is a golden opportunity for developing a sustainable and
secure food system. Chicago Organic is an example of the kind of unified thinking and
planning that is needed. This effort by Mayor Daley will plan, organize, and drive the
city’s environmental initiatives.

Strike while the iron’s hot
There is no time to be lost in rallying behind Chicago Organic.

Support pilot projects in which local farmers supply city

institutions, such as public schools

Food procurement is an obvious place to strike first. Getting local farm products into the

City of Chicago food-procurement system is an area in which immediate progress can be
made and showcased. Success will depend on a variety of factors (see the full report for a
list).

Support urban agriculture
Urban agriculture is another area in which to strike right away. 1t’s more accurate to say,
“Keep on striking,” because there’s already so much going on.

A local group, The Advocates for Urban Agriculture, states, “With a strong, integrated
plan for urban agriculture, the City of Chicago could reap the broadest community,
economic, nutritional and environmental benefits.” We agree.

* Advocates for Urban Agriculture, Draft Plan for Sustainable Urban Agriculture in Chicago, February
24,2004
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Push supermarkets to introduce stores in underserved

neighborhoods

We recommend that funders use their influence to get large well- run food stores in
underserved neighborhoods. No single event would increase more access to healthy and
affordable food.

Help establish food policy councils

A food policy council is one of the main arenas in which diverse parties can discuss and
debate the issues, explore common ground, and figure out how to collaborate and move
forward. A new generation of Chicago and state-level food policy councils could help
integrate policies across city/state departments, private-sector organizations, and different
regions. The Chicago Organic committee is well positioned to start—or evolve into—
such a council for the city.

Support matchmakers and marketers who can successfully link
growers to low-income consumers

Efforts to connect growers, both urban and rural, to low income consumers are among the
most challenging to execute successfully, especially setting a price that is mutually
acceptable to growers and buyers. Two current examples are the work of the Chicago
Anti-Hunger Federation, which buys from local farmers, and Seven Generations Ahead,
which is linking farms and buyers as one of its programs. Other approaches include
funding farmers’ markets in lower-income neighborhoods, subsidizing community
supported agriculture (CSA) shares for lower-income families, or directing more
“seconds” and aesthetically-off-grade produce to food banks.

Leverage Point 5: Fortify and Facilitate; Invest in
Leadership

It sounds trite, but ultimately, it’s people who make things happen. Leaders.
Invest in leadership. Effective leaders need mentorship, technical skills, emotional

support, and/or greater resources at their disposal. This is an area where interviewees
spoke in unison.

Leverage Point 6: Fortify and Facilitate; Invest in Policy
Reform

The most leverage from additional resources applied by funders in the area of policy
work will come by funding efforts for policy change at the state, county, and local levels
directly in support of other recommendations in this report.

The skills and know-how to move an in-state policy campaign forward are in short
supply. Funders should support:

e Initiatives of organizations and leaders with proven track records.
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e Policy work whose intention is to generate state level resources and University of
Illinois resources.

e Matching grants to encourage emerging policies in the City of Chicago that
promote healthy eating and farm-to-city business connections.

e Efforts that make healthy and affordable food for all a central feature of public
policy.
e [Initiatives that remove or modify policies that now serve as obstacles to

diversified farm production and as obstacles to the processing, transportation and
marketing of diversified farm products, such as meat and poultry.

e Efforts at land use planning and policy creation that make land available for new
or diversified farm production, both urban and rural.

Leverage Point 7: Synergy

Behind every recommendation above is an assumption that, if executed successfully, it
will make it easier to realize success in one of the other areas.

For example, if we can change the common story told about Illinois agriculture and reach
millions of people, then buyers and chefs and food industry managers will be willing to
take more risk and buy more locally grown foods.

A self-fulfilling cycle is set in motion. In the synergy that develops from these changes
lies the hope for enduring change.

VI. TALK, STRATEGIZE, COORDINATE

Members of the Illinois Food and Community Funders Group are anxious to move
toward the action phase. Our advice—talk to each other, strategize, discuss your next
steps, and how to coordinate your actions.

KATHY DICKHUT, “...if all the funders, including the city,

DEPUTY COMMISSIONER g0t behind the same set of food system
OF THE CHICAGO

DEPARTMENT OF initiatives, it could have a major impact.
PLANNING AND They could be funding the same quilt, but
DEVELOPMENT different patches.”
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FOREWORD: IT STARTED WITH A VISION

“Create a more diverse agriculture for Illinois that supports local and regional food
production, improves access and affordability to healthier food, conserves farmland,
and expands business opportunities for urban and rural communities.”

—Vision Statement: Illinois Food and Community Funders Group—July 2003

We began our work with a bold and ambitious vision—to create a new food system for
Illinois that is based on local and regional food production. We imagine a future when all
citizens have equal access to healthy food—regardless of income, age, or race. We see an
agriculture system that preserves our state’s timeless rural landscape while plowing new
ground for high-tech urban agriculture.

This report, “Feeding Ourselves: Strategies for a New Illinois Food System,” embodies
one of many steps Chicago, Illinois, and national public and private funders have taken
over the past two years to try to realize our bold vision. Our history as a collaborative
effort provides the context for this report. It has been a journey grounded in commitment,
partnership, and a belief that there is a different and better future for agriculture in
Illinois—one based on sustainability, equity, and opportunity.

Our work together began in the summer of 2002 when a small group of private and public
funders met to discuss ways to engage our colleagues in food systems change. We chose
Chicago and lIllinois as our focus for several reasons:

First, funders were already deeply committed to and convening around conservation and
stewardship, health, nutrition, and hunger issues.

Second, local and national media attention on food, diet, and health concerns had become
widespread. Mayor Daley’s interest in environmental sustainability, including urban
agriculture, spurred much of this media coverage.

Third, The Chicago Community Trust had taken a leadership role in sponsoring the
Illinois Food Summit—a gathering of hundreds of farmers, activists, and entrepreneurs to
discuss statewide food systems change.

In the end, we all agreed, “What better place to plot wholesale reform of the food system
than Chicago?” It is a world class food city with sophisticated chefs actively engaged in
building a culinary movement based on local, fresh, and organic food.

After months of planning, on December 10, 2002, The Chicago Community Trust,
Donors Forum of Chicago, Environmental Grantmakers Association, Illinois Clean
Energy Community Foundation, The Joyce Foundation, and W.K. Kellogg Foundation
kicked off discussion around food and community at a remarkable conference at the
Gleacher Center of the University of Chicago in Chicago. The Making Connections,
Creating Change conference brought together representatives from foundations, non-
governmental organizations, cutting-edge restaurants, and farmers to discuss funding

Red Tomato Report 1



opportunities, national best practices, and current Chicago projects—all under the rubric
of sustainable food systems.

Alice Waters, owner of Chez Panisse and founder of the Edible School Yard Project,
presented the keynote address. An impassioned advocate, Waters’ remarks were inspiring
and set the tone for the day. Other speakers throughout the day discussed national and
local best practices to strengthen community through local agriculture.

In keeping with the theme for the day, we dined on a fabulous lunch coordinated by Abby
Mandel of Chicago’s Green City Market and prepared by several of Chicago’s finest
chefs—Michael Altenberg, Rick Bayless, Bruce Sherman, and Sarah Stegner; each of
whom introduced his or her farmer partners.

Energized by the December meeting, the McCormick Tribune Foundation sponsored a
meeting of colleagues to map out current programs in the areas of hunger, health,
community development, sustainable agriculture, and conservation, and to define a
process for continuing to work together. We continued meeting throughout the spring and
summer. To expand our collective learning, we decided to issue a request for a proposal
(RFP) for a feasibility study to help us understand leverage points and opportunities for
action. Headwaters Group Philanthropic Services helped frame the RFP, solicit
proposals, and coordinate our administrative needs.

In October 2003, we sent the RFP to numerous consultants around the country, and after
an extensive review process, we selected Red Tomato of Canton, Massachusetts in
February 2004. Red Tomato’s assignment was to identify leverage points in Illinois and
Chicago around farm and food systems where strategic investment by funders acting
alone or collaboratively could result in significant change. The study was funded by the
Gaylord and Dorothy Donnelley Foundation, Kraft Foods, the Lumpkin Family
Foundation, the City of Chicago-Department of Planning and Development , The
Chicago Community Trust, and the Liberty Prairie Foundation.

In July 2004, Red Tomato presented its report to the Illinois Food and Community
Funders Group. It is our hope that the report will be instructive, useful, and provocative
for all of its readers. More importantly, we believe that it will serve as a critical roadmap
for public and private decision makers and advocates interested in food and community
reform. The report can be accessed and downloaded at The Chicago Community Trust

website: www.cct.org.

Amina Dickerson, Kraft Foods

Kathy Dickhut, City of Chicago

Ada Mary Gugenheim, The Chicago Community Trust

Bruce Karmazin, Lumpkin Family Foundation

Michael Sands, Liberty Prairie Foundation

Judith Stockdale, Gaylord and Dorothy Donnelley Foundation

Red Tomato Report 2


http://www.cct.org/

. WHY THIS REPORT NOW?

The funders of this study, and the network they represent, are unified
in their desire for a different farm and food system: one that places a
priority on healthy eating for everyone, a healthy environment, and
profitable connections between farms and nearby food sellers. More
than 20 public and private funders “have come together to explore
ways to work together to increase the demand for healthy food among
all populations in Chicago and Illinois and to promote its local or
regional production and widespread accessibility and affordability.
A subgroup of these funders—Gaylord and Dorothy Donnelley
Foundation; Lumpkin Family Foundation; Liberty Prairie Foundation;
the City of Chicago-Department of Planning and Development; Kraft
Foods; and The Chicago Community Trust—worked in collaboration
and took a bold step forward to commission this report, an assessment
of the opportunities in the food system for strategic philanthropy and
investment. All the members of the Illinois Food and Community
Funders Group are listed in the acknowledgements page in the front
of this report.
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The principal aim of this report is to identify key leverage points
where positive change can be made through strategic investment by
funders acting alone or by funders collaborating to increase their
effectiveness.

This report is written for the leadership in this funders’ network. We
anticipate that funders will use this report to do the following:

e Consider new or different kinds of investment or grant
making;

e Analyze current projects and future prospects;

e Affirm or challenge previous decisions and directions;
e Collaborate with other funders on future projects;

e Undergo strategic planning; and

e Communicate with coworkers, trustees, and the outside world.

Organizations outside this network and the region may also find this
report of use. Although some of Illinois’ food system problems and
opportunities are unique to the state or the Midwest, farmers and food
system professionals elsewhere face many of them as well.

® From the lllinois Food Systems Needs Assessment Request for Proposal, December 2003.
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. METHODOLOGY

In his 1985 book about Olympic rowing, The Amateurs, David
Halberstam writes: “When most oarsmen talked about their perfect
moments in a boat, they referred not so much to winning a race but to
the feel of the boat, all eight oars in the water together. The boat
seemed to lift right out of the water. Oarsmen called that the moment
of swing.”®

That kind of swing was what we strived for in our project team—the
sense of pulling together. That swing will also be what those charged
with implementing this report must strive for.

The project team included five employees of Red Tomato, and seven
advisers. The team approach helped us manage an ambitious agenda
that spanned a wide range of subjects. We asked three members of the
funders’ group to be advisers, to keep us in touch with the clients’
perspective. A smaller team would have been more economical and
more manageable. But we chose the team approach to add deeper
experience in areas where the principal investigators were weakest,
and to improve the quality of analysis.

More than 70 in-depth interviews conducted over three months in
2004 make up the core of the study. Most were 60 to 90 minutes;
some were shorter. Over the course of this project we spoke with
farmers, university employees, funders, food industry staff, activists,
state and federal employees, City of Chicago staff, and nonprofit staff.
For a complete list of interviewees, see appendix A. We analyzed
each interview as it was completed, constantly adjusting the interview
format to focus on the missing or most perplexing parts of the puzzle
at the time.

We saw the project as an unfolding investigation looking for an
answer to the question, “What actions will effect the most change?”
rather than a scientific research process in pursuit of objective facts or
quantifiable information. It was a search for experienced opinions that
we could shape into a credible story of the Illinois food system, one
we could analyze for opportunities and leverage points.

The results are colored by our own experience at Red Tomato. We are
brokers of family farm produce in the New England marketplace and
architects of retail programs that promote locally and ecologically
grown produce in supermarkets. Some members of the project team
have been promoters of organically and ecologically grown farm fresh

® David Halberstam, The Amateurs: The Passionate Quest of Young men for Olympic Gold (Ballantine,
1986).

Red Tomato Report



foods for three decades. The project advisers who are not regular
employees of Red Tomato add layers of experience in fair trade, farm
and food policy, ecology, and community food security.

For a complete step-by-step description of our research process, see
Appendix B.

Red Tomato Report



lll. THE BIG PICTURE

We begin with a current snapshot of the Illinois farm and food
system, done in the spirit of the monthly index in Harper’s Magazine.
Of course, the most interesting stories are hiding behind these
statistics. But here are some numbers to whet your appetite:

e Total number of Illinois farms in 2002: 73,027
e Percent of state’s land area in farms: 76.8%’
e Acres of certified Organic vegetables in Illinois in 2001: 374°

e Percent of 2002 Illinois agricultural cash receipts from corn
and soy together: 71.6%

e Percent from vegetable crops: 0.8%’

e Percent of 1997 Illinois farm sales from “agricultural products
sold directly to individuals for human consumption”: 0.144%
(value of $12 million)®

¢ Rank of Illinois among states for value of agricultural product
exports in 2002: 2 (value of $3.31 billion)

e Percent of Illinois farms with 2002 gross annual sales over
$500,000: 3.9%

e Percent of total farm sales from farms in the above category:
37.6%"

e Number farms with more than 1000 acres in 1997: 6775

e Number farms with more than 1000 acres 2002: 7655

e Number farms with fewer than 1000 acres in 1997: 72,337
¢ Number farms with fewer than 1000 acres 2002: 65,372"

e Percentage growth from 1996 to 2000 in the number of food
stamp recipients in lllinois: 25%"

e The Illinois Department of Agriculture lists 137 farmers’
markets in Illinois: 108 are downstate, 29 are in Chicago

Tus. Department of Agriculture, National Agricultural Statistics Service. 2002 Census of Agriculture.
http://www.nass.usda.gov/census.

8 United States Department of Agriculture, Economic Research Service. Data: Organic Production.
http://www.ers.usda.gov/Data/Organic.
g lllinois Annual Summary 2003.

10 ysDA Ccensus of Agriculture 1997 (this category deleted in 2002 census).

1 UsDA Census of Agriculture 2002.
12 USDA Census of Agriculture 2002.
%3 From the website of the Chicago Anti-Hunger Federation (www.antihunger.org).
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e A web search brings up 11 Community Supported Agriculture
(CSA) farming operations that serve Illinois; one is located in
Wisconsin.

e Percentage of boys and girls ages 3 to 7 attending Chicago
public schools that are overweight: 23%."

e Percentage of Illinois households who don’t always know
where their next meal will come from: 8.2%.%

e [lllinois’ rank among states in the nation for the number of
schools participating in the School Lunch program that also
offers School Breakfast: 45", 1

Future Prospects of the lllinois Food
System: Two Views

The comments of interviewees about the prospects of changing the
Illinois food system in the direction sought by the funders of this
report fall into two camps—the first, decidedly pessimistic; the
second, optimistic based on recent happenings and early stage
successes.

Both these views of the Illinois food system tell the truth. In more
than one case, in fact, we found the same voice telling both sides of
this story. Here are some of those voices.

One view: The glass is half empty

To some of those working to change the Illinois food system, the
prospects seem dismal. Some say that in 25 years things won’t have
changed much; they’ll only have gotten bigger. Much bigger. Farms
will be 30,000-plus acres, still run by one or two farm managers and a
small crew, using robotic equipment that would dwarf today’s
massive machinery. In this vision, government commaodity subsidies
will continue to determine the nature of 95%7of the state’s
agricultural sector. Small-scale farms of less than 100 acres will
constitute the rest of the state’s farm economy. They’ll market
directly to consumers, their total revenues amounting to a small
fraction of total farm income. And there will be little in between.

Proponents of this view report that less is happening to create a local,
sustainable, and healthy food system in Illinois than in nearby states,
such as lowa, Wisconsin, Minnesota, and Michigan:

 From the website of the Consortium to Lower Obesity in Chicago Children (www.clocc.net).
5 From the website of the Chicago Anti-Hunger Federation (www.antihunger.org).

18 From the website of the Food Research and Action Center (www.frac.org).

7 Illinois Annual Summary 2003; cash crop receipts 2002 are 93% corn, soy, and wheat.
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“[Illinois] is a place where people don’t play well together. I’ve
never seen a state where it’s so difficult for people to work
together and give each other credit. It’s largely an issue of
disconnection—it’s partly geographic, and it’s partly due to the
widely varying efforts that are going on in agriculture—big
agriculture and little agriculture are very separated.”- Juli
Brussell, Rainy Creek Farm, Casey, Illinois and Illinois
Stewardship Alliance, a nonprofit promoting socially just and
ecologically sustainable agriculture, Rochester, Illinois.

“In Wisconsin, a lot of people are doing stuff at the margins...
[Here in Hllinois], guys like us, it’s only a handful of people, a
very small handful.” - David Cleverdon of Kinnikinnick Farm in
Caledonia, a grower of lettuce and other specialty greens who
recently saw a neighbor who was raising beets, cabbage, and
making pickles go out of business.

“There aren’t a lot of producers in Illinois [among our 300-farmer
regional co-op]...virtually all of the meat and poultry comes from
Wisconsin.... There’s a big gap in the training for farmers, and the
cost of land is too high, particularly as you get close to Chicago.”
- Will Allen, Growing Power, a Milwaukee and Chicago based
nonprofit focusing on urban agriculture.

American Farmland Trust (AFT) administers an Environmental
Protection Act (EPA) small-grants program to help implement the
Food Quality Protection Act (FQPA) by reducing reliance on targeted
pesticides. Ann Sorensen, assistant vice president for research for
AFT and director of AFT’s Center for Agriculture in the
Environment, notes that most of the activity is in Michigan and most
of the grant proposals come from there. “It’s hard to get [grant
proposals] out of Illinois. Illinois is much more conventional, in part
because of the University of Illinois. It’s a little bit disconcerting
when you don’t even get anything out of Illinois.”

“Chicago is a cow town, period.... We want meat and potatoes
and bad beer....There’s only one wholesaler of organic in Chicago.
There are six in St. Paul! With only one wholesaler, I can’t shop.
I’m used to shopping for what | want [for my business].” - Greg
Christian, Greg Christian Catering, Chicago.

“Chicago is 19" among urban markets for total organic milk sold,
behind smaller cities such as Seattle, Tampa, Miami, Sacramento,
and even Hartford.” - Theresa Marquez, Organic Valley, a
nationwide cooperative of dairy and meat producers, LaFarge,
Wisconsin.
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The slower pace of the Illinois movement toward a local, sustainable
food system is due in part to the overwhelming dominance of
commodity corn and soybean agriculture. Federal policy is largely
responsible for that dominance, through investment in the
conservative land-grant university system and through policies that
encourage commaodity production.

“Corn and soybeans are easy! It’s plant, spray, harvest, drink
coffee, collect your government payment.” - Jack Erisman,
Goldmine Farms, Pana, Illinois. Erisman’s grandfather named
the farm for its yellow clay outcroppings in the 1940’s, and the
name stuck.

“Conventional farmers are not going to change...They’ve gotten
lazy. It’s like cocaine. They’re addicted to it. They don’t want to
do anything different. | was that way myself...And it’s mainly
because of the support programs. Until that changes, you’re not
going to see a change [in Illinois agriculture]... My neighbor says:
‘I’ll go out of business before I do what you’re doing.””

- Stan Schutte, Triple S Farms, Stewardson, Illinois.

Another obstacle to changing this local food system is the profound
cultural polarization between Chicago and downstate Illinois.

“It’s like two completely different cultures with different ways of
thinking and acting. This is true for any urban area, including
cities downstate, but especially Chicago...The way our farmers do
things [diversified crops and livestock grown for direct markets
and restaurants] has so many variables and interconnected threads.
We deal with living things, so much complexity and
unpredictability.... Some folks think that producing food is like
producing widgets. They view fields as factories, and farmers as
line workers, and that’s about as far from reality as you can get.” -
Terra Brockman, The Land Connection, a nonprofit working to
save farmland, transition farms to organic, and train new farmers,
Congerville, Hlinois.

“Culture in the downstate region was originally created by big
companies, but now it permeates the region. People feel that
intensive chemical agriculture is good, not harmful to people and
the environment. People don’t see the link between the way they
farm and the reason they don’t drink their own tap water.”

- Bruce Karmazin, The Lumpkin Family Foundation, Mattoon,
Ilinois.
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When asked what would be the smartest thing this group of
funders could do, one interviewee replied: “Get their heads out of
Chicago, look up, and see [the rest of the state!]”

DAN BLOCK, “Chicago is so huge and dominant in

COORDINATOR OF Illinois that it’s hard to make that rural-
NEIGHBORHOOD

AssisTanNCE Center,  agdriculture connection, particularly with

CHICAGO STATE large farms not being food-based.”
UNIVERSITY, CHICAGO

These factors create one very steep and gnarly slope for anyone—
farmer, farm co-op, city employee, or community activist—trying to
carve out new profitable marketing footholds in any of Illinois’
metropolitan areas. Or for people trying to link local farmers to
sources of affordable food.

Another view: The glass is half full

At the same time, many voices offer small success stories that paint a
more hopeful picture of the future. Again and again, we heard about
the growing demand for high quality, differentiated, locally
grown food products—both conventional and organic—in high
volume places that serve millions of people such as supermarkets,
restaurants, schools, and even hospitals.

“I’d buy a lot more local if I could get it, particularly organic. It
has the best flavor, not like those cardboard tomatoes.” - Mark
Dineen, produce manager, Co-op Markets, Chicago.

“Goodness Greenness said they’d take all the organic vegetables
that we could grow. They seem genuinely interested to build this
and pay farmers a decent price.” - Kevin Brussell, Rainy Creek
Farm, Casey, Illinois, and Southeastern Illinois Sustainable
Agriculture Association, a farmer organization that promotes
sustainable production of crops and livestock.

“There are sizable markets in health care and food service that are
looking for highly differentiated food products, not only
differentiated on the basis of quality factors but also in terms of
food stories...where did it come from, who are the farmers...In the
health care industry, one of the major hospital chains [Kaiser
Permanente] has just announced that they are going to focus on
good food with health benefits such as antibiotic-free meat. The
food service industry is extremely concerned about the loss of
mid-size farms because they know that the small-scale direct
marketers will never be able to supply their growing demand, and

Red Tomato Report
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they know that the commodity-type large size farms can’t
differentiate enough to supply this increasing demand for
differentiated food products. It’s an enormous opportunity.”
- Fred Kirschenmann, The Leopold Center for Sustainable
Agriculture, Ames, lowa.

An article from Crain’s Chicago Business confirms this view. “Scott
Lively, who has a background in supply chain management and
computer software sales, is now selling organic food and looking to
turn his privately held Dakota Beef LLC into a national
success...Launched in October 2002, the Chicago-based company
produces private-label organic beef for retailers and restaurants,
including grocery store chain Whole Foods Market Inc. and upscale
local dining spots such as Caliterra, Green Dolphin Street and D.
Kelly...Mr. Lively’s company expects to generate about $4 million in
revenue this year, roughly four times 2003 sales...Dakota Beef has
contracts with 25 certified organic ranchers in Illinois, Missouri, and
South Dakota....”*®

“This buy local direction, it’s my bread and butter. It’s where
we’re headed. The trend is there. Consumers are ready. It’s where
my energy is going. People want to know their producer, and
putting a farmer’s name on a product makes all the difference.
The consumer is two to three generations removed from the farm
and they really want that connection back to the farmer. You’ve
got a doctor or a lawyer you go to. Well, I want to be their
farmer.”

- Stan Schutte, Triple S Farms, Stewardson, Illinois.

Greg Christian is taking his catering business organic. He’s one of
Chicago’s premier caterers and he serves the Mayor’s office on a
regular basis. He’s out meeting farmers, fully aware it’s going to be a
slow, difficult process. Christian got into it for personal reasons—he
has a daughter (age 11) with serious health issues. They’ve been using
alternative medicines and organic food, and it’s been working. “I’ve
been eating this stuff at home for a long while, but work was
something else. One day | just woke up and said: | can’t be doing this
at home and feeding my customers something else.”

“We want to support local [farm] businesses because they are our
customers. | grew up with these farmers. | am willing to pay more
for local—we advertise the farm name in our ads and use
handwritten signs with products. People are willing to pay top

'8 Cynthia Hanson, “Exec transfers his skill to organic beef startup,” Crain’s Chicago Business, May 10,
2004.
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dollar. They pay for the experience.” - Peter Fitzgerald, produce
manager, Sunset Foods, 5-store supermarket chain, Chicago.

ROCHELLE DAvis, “We have three school districts in central
ILLINOIS HEALTHY Illinois who are ready to buy seven items

ScHooOLS CAMPAIGN,

CHICAGO directly from farmers. The food directors

believe if they get direct farm food, it
will taste better, and the kids will be
more likely to eat it.”

“These [two local] growers are very good growers for me. The
quality of their product demands top dollar, and we can get it. The
tomato grower, John Cerney, is farming his family’s pre-Civil
War land in southern Illinois. People come to Pets Calvert looking
for the Cerney tomatoes. You can’t beat their quality. I also work
with the best apple grower in the region, Sunrise Orchards out of
Wisconsin. | guarantee he has the best MclIntosh you’ve ever
eaten.” - Michael O’Neill, Pets Calvert, produce wholesaler,
Chicago International Produce Market.

“What you’ll find here are broad and deep connections between
people and the land, and between consumers and farmers. Perhaps
the most astonishing thing that has happened since we formed the
Land Connection three years ago is how many people, from all
walks of life, have come on board in one way or another to help
out with donations of time or money, or in the case of farmers,
with sharing their connections, or expertise. This has been
invaluable, helping me deal with the other astonishing thing: how
many farmers from all over the state have called up, attended
workshops, come to field days, seeking information,
encouragement, some real-life show-and-tell about what is
possible outside the conventional corn and soybean monolith.
Almost everyone who comes to our events tells me they’ve been
‘thinking about doing something different’ for years, even
decades.” - Terra Brockman, The Land Connection, Congerville,
Ilinois.

Ann Sorensen of American Farmland Trust reported that AFT

recently funded [through EPA Region 5] a multi-state agro-ecology
network that will develop web-based resources for organic growers.
The network includes the University of Illinois, Michigan State, and
Purdue University, and Sorensen notes that she’s especially excited

Red Tomato Report

12



about this project. “You don’t often see land grants working together
like this.”

Who will Feed lllinois?

Both views expressed above are valid and based on real experience.
To what degree, then, will the people of Illinois, say 25 years down
the road, be fed by mega-farms? Small, diversified farms? Medium-
sized farms? Urban farms and gardens? Floridian, Californian and
other Western farms? Latin American farms? Asian farms?

Food for all. There’s more to the question, “Who will feed Illinois?”
than the type, size, and location of farms. There’s the question of
whether everyone in Illinois will have the same access, the same right,
to healthy and affordable food. The most common definition of
community food security is, “a condition in which all community
residents obtain a safe, culturally acceptable, nutritionally adequate
diet through a sustainable food system that maximizes community
self-reliance, social justice, and democratic decision making.”

The following factors will have as much influence over whether
everyone in Illinois has access to a healthy diet in 25 years as will
farm production factors:

e Having affordable stores in lower income neighborhoods that
offer healthy food choices;

e Public transportation systems;
e Nutrition education in schools and neighborhoods;
e Quality of outreach for food assistance programs;

e Distribution channels that connect farms and urban gardens to
stores, restaurants, and other food outlets;

e The prevalence of, philosophy, and practices of emergency
food providers; and

e The existence and effectiveness of venues for local and state
food system planning.

The list also includes less tangible factors, such as the level of
compassion in society for the hungry and the strength of social
networks and citizen participation.

The dynamic relationship between urban issues (i.e., access for
everyone to healthy and affordable food) and rural issues (i.e., viable
farms producing healthy food for local consumption) was among the
most difficult to understand and resolve in this study.

Red Tomato Report
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We return to the structure of food production. U.S. agriculture is
increasingly bipolar: two extremes, with a disappearing middle. At
one end, there are small, innovative, diversified farms that market
directly to consumers. At the other end are mega-farms that produce
commaodities for export markets, for manufacturing, and for livestock.
These mega-farms are growing exponentially in size. The 70% of the
farms in the middle—575,000 small to medium-sized farms that
account for 30% of national production—are the most at risk.**

“Evidence of the disappearing middle is already accumulating.
lowa serves as a compelling example. The decade 1987 to 1997
saw an 18% sales increase in farms that are less than 100 acres in
size and a 71% sales increase in farms that are more than 1,000
acres in size. Farms of 260 to 500 acres averaged a 29 percent
decrease in sales. The percentage of operators and acres in all
farms between 100 and 999 acres in size declined 23% and 25%,
respectively.?

These polarizing trends threaten to “hollow out” rural America by
eliminating jobs, and by reducing local spending, social infrastructure,
and the local tax base.”

“[Looking ahead,] | see two agricultures: the big corporate
agriculture and then what I’m doing [organic and direct
marketing]. | don’t see anything in the middle.” - Stan Schutte,
Triple S Farms.

“I like to think there are going to be two parallel systems. The
large operations, we’re never going to abolish them, but you’re
going to see smaller operations as well. | think the real trouble
spot right now is the middle-sized farms. We’re going to lose
them if things don’t change.” - Anonymous, state employee.

Small is beautiful. Small-scale diversified direct marketers are
trailblazers. Direct marketers sell at farmers markets, through CSAs,?
on home delivery routes, innovative outlets such as Growing Power’s
Market Baskets,* and through their own farm stands and Upick

 Willard Cochrane, A Food and Agricultural Policy for the 21st Century, unpublished paper, 1999.

2 Freg Kirschenmann, Steve Stevenson, Fred Buttel, Tom Lyson, and Mike Duffy, Why Worry About
the Agriculture of the Middle?: A White Paper for the Agriculture of the Middle Project, January 2004.
Available at: http://www.leopold.iastate.edu/pubs/speech/files/middle_0104.pdf

2 The Agriculture of the Middle concept was originally developed by the National Task Force on
Renewing the Agriculture of the Middle.

22 CSAs—Community Supported Agriculture enterprises— sell subscriptions to individuals or families
(usually during winter so the cash serves as a loan to the farm) who receive a set weekly amount of food,
depending on what is available from the farm at that point in time.

2 Similar to a CSA system, Market Baskets are boxes of fresh produce delivered to neighborhoods on a
weekly basis by subscription.
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operations. They introduce tens of thousands of people to high-quality
farm fresh foods no longer available in common stores. They are a
living reminder to Americans that food comes from farms, and that
farms have a vital purpose in our economy and culture.

Interviewee Ann Sorensen of American Farmland Trust reported
that AFT did a survey of 2000 consumers (voters) before the 2002
Farm Bill. She was amazed by how many had purchased from
farm stands—over 50% of the respondents. “It shows you how
important those urban-edge growers are—they’re now responsible
for educating the majority of the population.”

Direct marketers also supply some of the best and most innovative
chefs and restaurants, and influence the menus of food service
institutions everywhere. They are a reservoir of deep knowledge and
experience that was once handed down generation to generation and
IS now endangered. That direct connection between a consumer and a
farmer is entirely unique in our world today, inspiring and educational
to both parties.

“We started with twelve to fourteen growers, and now work with
35. About eighty percent are organic and twenty percent use
Integrated Pest Management. * The city has all of these other
markets, but it is not the same thing. They do not have the same
criteria of supporting ecological and local, and most of them are
not “farmer only’ markets.” - Abby Mandel, founder and board
president of Green City Market, Chicago.

Small-scale diversified direct marketers, however, won’t feed
Illinois, and they won’t feed Chicago. One limitation of small-scale
diversified direct marketers is that they do not, and possibly never
will, reach average American shoppers in large numbers.

“The most important thing is to set up programs so quality local
produce is not elitist, so it is both affordable for all incomes and
also pays the farmer a fair wage. This is the number one long-term
priority for funders to consider.” - Ken Dunn, The Resource
Center, Chicago, a nonprofit seeking to better utilize resources to
improve the quality of life in Chicago.

What they produce costs more to raise and more to sell (and therefore
more to buy) because land is expensive, and because small-scale
diversified production is labor-intensive. Shoppers often don’t
understand this. They think locally produced food should cost less.
After all, it’s not transported half way across country!

2 Integrated Pest Management is a production strategy to reduce reliance on, and the use of, pesticides.
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By comparison, the true costs of the petroleum-based conventional
farming system are not reflected in the prices paid in the mainstream
food supply. The infrastructure that enables mainstream food
production and distribution to operate at an enormous and still
growing scale, in the minds of most people, works adequately. More
to the point, it’s seldom in the minds of most people—it’s invisible,
taken for granted. Negative byproducts of this system, such as the
contamination of drinking water, or the decay of rural communities,
or the exploitation of migrant farm workers, all remain unseen. Some
get fixed or cleaned up through the use of tax dollars. Some remain
hidden or broken.

But these mega-farms raising monocultures of corn and soybeans
won’t feed the people of Illinois either. The crops they raise are
destined for export markets, animal feed, or industrial uses. Mega-
farms are here to stay. And there seems to be no limit to their eventual
size.

KEVIN BRUSSELL, “What used to be considered large is now

RAINY CREEK FARMAND  madjym. Today it takes 5,000 to 10,000
SOUTHEASTERN ILLINOIS

SUSTAINABLE acres to make it comfortably. The goal
AGRICULTURE I’m hearing is 30,000- acre grain farms.
ASSOCIATION One farm manager will be running the

farm with a lot of robotic equipment and
not much labor.”

“Illinois is very similar to lowa...We can easily imagine 200,000
acre farms. In lowa, at this scale, there would be 140 of these
farms. There would also be a community of investors and land
owners with a centralized management.” - Fred Kirschenmann,
The Leopold Center for Sustainable Agriculture.

Yet the commodity system is neither as stable nor monolithic as some
believe. John Masiunas in the Department of Natural Resources and
Environmental Sciences at the University of Illinois says that once
you get past the large 2,000 to 3,000 acre corn and soybean farms,
there is growing desperation among farmers.

“Deep down, this system is unhealthy. The farmers know it. You
know you’re being supported by someone else...Their self-image
is not that they’re doing fine. [Some of them] are equity-
stripping. They’re eating into their assets. [The system] is going to
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crack. It’s going to fall apart. These high prices [i.e., current
commodity prices] will accelerate things. They’ll make the strong
even stronger and they’ll run the others out of business faster.”

- Stan Schutte, Triple S Farms.

“The principal factor that will determine how farming is done [in
the future]...will be the cost of fossil fuels. The more fossil fuel
dependent the agricultural system is, the more it will be at a
competitive disadvantage...In the 1940s we used to get about 100
units of energy from petroleum for every unit expended to obtain
it...Fossil fuels now give about 20 back for each unit
expended...The second piece of the picture is environmental
degradation. Two weeks ago they announced we have 150 dead
zones instead of 50. This is becoming visible in a way that will no
longer be tolerated, and that will put pressure on the food system
and the way we produce it.” - Fred Kirschenmann, The Leopold
Center for Sustainable Agriculture.

The production of food in the city—what advocates call urban
agriculture—works wonders in many ways. Urban agriculture
creates active open space that can change the look and feel of a
neighborhood. It connects people to the land around them. Children
see food growing and learn that food originates from the earth, not
from stores. Kids who get involved may become hooked on gardening
and vegetables for life. Adults find a healthy leisure activity. A few
will find seasonal employment. And there’s the fresh food, which
finds its way to tables all over the neighborhood, to food pantries, and
to commercial stores.

But don’t expect urban agriculture to feed the masses in Chicago,
or in any U.S. city for that matter.

The hopeful view on the Illinois food system above—the glass is
half full discussion—Ileads to a vision of diversified farms feeding
Illinois through a diverse mix of market channels. The small-scale
diversified direct-marketing farms may contribute a small portion of
the total Illinois food bill, statistically speaking. But they will play a
critical strategic role as trailblazers and educators. Urban growers, in
similar fashion, won’t stock too many shelves. Nor will they produce
high numbers of paying jobs. But their contribution will be invaluable
for neighborhood development and stability, education, production of
ethnic and specialty crops, and for generating new recruits, especially
youth. Both kinds of growers are vital to the evolution of a new food
system in Illinois.

In the hopeful view of the future, medium-sized farms undergo the
greatest change. Through crop diversification, through the creation of
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new partnerships and marketing infrastructure, and through a
transformation of mental attitude—with financial and operational
support from the land grant system, public policy, and the private
sector—these medium-sized farms become increasingly able to
supply the wholesale markets that feed the majority of people in
Ilinois.

Before moving to the heart of this report—the key leverage points and
the recommendations for action—readers must understand in greater
detail the barriers that keep medium-sized family farms from directly
feeding the people of Illinois. We are calling these barriers the
missing infrastructure.

The Missing Infrastructure

Interviewees were eloquent in describing these barriers to success,
which we’ve organized into eight parts:

1. Physical infrastructure (for processing, post-harvest
handling, transportation, and marketing in new ways...)

2. Attitude

Knowledge for specific crops, labor management, post-
harvest handling

w

Training of new farmers and farmers in transition
Labor for harvesting, grading, pruning, planting, weeding
Land for affordable farmland

N oo o s

Financing for specialty crops that aren’t subsidized
commodities

8. Political will and savvy to make things/policy happen and to
provide financial support

1. The piece of physical infrastructure mentioned most often and
most emphatically as missing was processing facilities for livestock.
Terra Brockman of the Land Connection reported that small town
meat lockers are going out of business every day. Most are so
antiquated that upgrading them would likely cost more than building a
new one from scratch. There is no waterfowl processor in the state,
and there is only one downstate chicken processor—Central Illinois
Poultry Processing in Arthur. It’s a fine facility, but takes out an
entire day for farmers, who must pack their 100 or so chickens, drive
two to three hours, wait four hours for processing and chilling, and
then drive back.
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“The main impediment [to launching a successful organic
livestock business] is the processing. There are more and more
who are certifying their cattle and hogs organic. If we could get
the processing infrastructure, then we could figure out the
transportation and marketing piece of it.” - Kevin Brussell, Rainy
Creek Farm and Southeastern Illinois Sustainable Agriculture
Association.

Juli Brussell of Rainy Creek Farm and the Illinois Stewardship
Alliance attributes the loss of small meat processing plants primarily
to Hazard Analysis Critical Control Points (HACCP) regulations,
which came into effect for small plants in 2001.%° “I would say we
lost about 20 percent of the remaining plants as a result of that
requirement.” In most cases these plants could meet the inspection
requirements, but not the requirements for HACCP documentation—
“Many told me “We can’t afford to pay an employee for 4 hours a day
to check off boxes on a sheet of paper.”” She would like to sell meat
from her own farm at a farmers’ market in St. Louis, Missouri and a
food co-op in Clayton, Indiana, but she can’t because the processing
plant she uses in Illinois is not USDA inspected, and therefore the
meat can’t cross state lines. “There’s a demand for community meat
processors, a place where you can get your meat slaughtered, cut, and
wrapped in a professional manner—and there’s a need for training for
employees in those plants.”

The missing physical infrastructure also includes storage facilities
where perishable product can be refrigerated and loads consolidated,
processing facilities for dairy and fresh produce, and transportation.

Homegrown Wisconsin distributes three to six pallets of diversified
organic vegetables to restaurants in Chicago twice a week. Rink
DaVee of Shooting Star Farm, former general manager of
Homegrown Wisconsin and still a participating farmer, describes
several transportation hurdles the group encountered. First, it’s most
efficient to use a full-size tractor trailer to bring produce into the city.
But once in Chicago, a smaller truck was needed to get through city
streets and alleys (a service currently provided by the Institute for
Community Resource Development). They found a place to transfer
product from the large truck to the small one, but sometimes product
had to sit out of refrigeration on the dock for several hours. In
addition, they are delivering three to six pallets two times a week,
while semis can hold 40 pallets. “Truckers tell us, ‘We’ve got a big
gorilla to fill, and you’re just a little ant!” It has been hard for us to

% HACCP-Hazard Analysis Critical Control Points; a procedure for identifying, monitoring,
and controlling the points in a manufacturing or production process where biological,
chemical, or weather/heat-related contamination can occur
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find a scale-appropriate situation for bringing our product to Chicago
restaurants.”

Thinking out loud about the need for distribution satellites, Jim Slama
of Sustain, a nonprofit with a focus on creating local food systems,
said: “Some kind of distribution infrastructure—drop-off sites, post-
harvest handling sites, cooling, meat-processing facilities, a
slaughterhouse, and a distribution center—could be done for under
five million dollars. This would be rocking. Four or five of these
outlying satellites combined with a central Chicago hub. We need
supply chain management and marketing...the trade show [Sustain’s
new family farmer organic trade show, launched in March 2004] can
help with a lot of the marketing.”

2. Attitude. This is, in part, about the absence of a strong positive
mental model that medium-sized diversified Illinois farms are viable,
and that farmers can benefit by transitioning to new crops and to
wholesale marketing (mental model is defined on page 36). This
mental model is in short supply among farmers, extension agents, and
even among sustainable agriculture practitioners. Wanted: success
stories about farm enterprises that are making money by wholesaling
diversified products to nearby markets (we get into this more below in
Leverage Point 3). A fresh and constant stream of well-publicized
success stories would begin to paint the picture of a different future.

This is also about the lifestyle transition conventional corn and
soybean farmers would have to make were they to transition to
diversified crops or livestock. It’s about resistance to change. Dairy
farming, for example, and fruit and vegetable farming, are more labor
intensive than grain farming, and they rely on a sufficient number of
hired hands during critical times (as opposed to large farm
machinery). In the case of produce, prices change almost daily, and a
farmer has to be a marketer as well as a grower. Raising livestock is a
year round proposition, whereas grains are seasonal, with heaviest
demand on the grower around spring planting and fall harvest. The
resistance to changes in attitude is also about missing knowledge of
the particular requirements for raising and marketing specialty crops.

“Growers in Illinois are not as familiar with marketing structures
for vegetables. There’s a lot of uncertainty in this system, such as
fluctuating prices and demand that growers in other regions are
used to and have been dealing with all their lives. It’s normal for
them. But this is very different from knowing the basic payments
for corn and soybeans, and knowing that you can take them to the
elevator and sell them all at once.” - Juli Brussell, Rainy Creek
Farm and Illinois Stewardship Alliance.
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3. Knowledge. The particular deep knowledge it takes to raise any
and all crops and animals is eroded every time a diversified farmer
goes out of business. In Illinois, where most of the farmers raise corn
and/or soybeans, entire production categories, from vegetables to
fruits to types of livestock, are at risk of losing the local base of
knowledge and experience passed on from one generation of farmers
to the next.

Kevin Brussell reports that “there are regions in Illinois where people
still have the knowledge of how to grow specialty crops.” For
example, Hoopeston, north and east of Champaign/Urbana, was
known as a center of sweet corn production. There was a major
processing plant there that eventually shut down. Lawrenceville, on
the Knox River near Vincennes, Indiana, is another region where
there is still fruit and vegetable production knowledge. And there’s
another, around the town of Havana in west central Illinois, a sandy
region with lots of irrigation.

The knowledge of how to transport and market diversified crops is
also part of the missing infrastructure. In a global economy focused
on container-sized (i.e., full-truck-sized) loads of food commodities, it
is increasingly difficult to find trucks, brokers, and distributors for
smaller loads and untraditional products.

4. Training. When knowledge and experience are missing, the onus
falls on training.

The need to train new farmers, as well as farmers in transition—from
one crop to another, from conventional to organic, from crops to
livestock—was identified by interviewees as an area of critical need.

Gary Cuneen of Seven Generation Ahead, a nonprofit working to
develop new markets for farmers, asks, “Where is the next generation
of farmers going to come from? Distribution is needed, but it will be
crafted from local market development. The issue of where farmers
and land will come from is just as important.”

Farmers and other interviewees said that trainers need to be
experienced farmers who know the local growing conditions and
market opportunities.

Tom Spaulding, Executive Director of the CSA Learning Center at
Angelic Organics and an active supporter of the Collaborative
Regional Alliance for Farmer Training (CRAFT), supported this idea,
noting that “It’s gotta be farmer to farmer—that’s critical. Farmers
will tell you that the best resource out there is another farmer.” But he
also emphasized that “it takes a lot to train people...a farmer’s time is
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valuable and we need to pay them [experienced farmers] to carve out
some of their time to train the next generation of farmers.”

Farmers and others also emphasized that trainees should be
prescreened for appropriate skills, experience, and the ability to stick
with a difficult task. David Cleverdon of Kinnikinnick Farm in
Caledonia, Illinois put it another way, “You need a lot of people
because 95% of them aren’t going to make it.” David Jackson, one of
the organic vegetable wholesalers in the Red Tomato network, says,
“More guys make it in the N.B.A. than in farming.”

Will Allen of Growing Power added that experienced farmers should
be trained to work with diverse groups. New farmers need to be
taught that farming is “really, really hard work.” He also says
successful farmers “need to be innovative [regarding marketing] and
have a lot of passion.”

JIM SLAMA, “Farmer development and training is just
SUSTAIN, CHICAGO as important as the distribution piece.”

Training applies to the areas of marketing and distribution, and to the
urban environment as well as to the training of new rural farmers.
Urban agriculture is a school unto itself with a host of problems
unique to growing in cities, for example, irrigation, fencing and
security, contamination of city lots, and the marketing of small
quantities.

Rodger Cooley of Heifer International, referring to urban agriculture
in Cook County, spoke of a “huge need” for training and technical
assistance to develop capacity in production and business
management. He called for more support from Cook County
Cooperative Extension in this area, noting that “they’re exploring this,
and it’s exciting that they’re working on it, but they need to do
more—it’s not being backed up with enough resources yet, and
Chicago needs more technical capacity on the ground from all the
organizations working on urban agriculture—better trainers who are
listening to the needs of urban growers.”

Tom Spaulding of the CSA Learning Center at Angelic Organics also
argues for a regional approach to training, which CRAFT already
utilizes, bringing together farmers from northern Illinois and southern
Wisconsin. “If you think of it as a state thing, you’re cutting off your
nose to spite your face. We want to think in terms of food systems,
not state boundaries. We would like the universities, governors, and
Departments of Agriculture to talk to each other across state lines.”
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5. Labor. Labor for planting, weeding, harvesting, grading and
packing, pruning trees, and care of livestock, could be a significant
part of what’s missing if the Illinois farm economy were to shift
toward diversified crops.

“[Steve Pincus and Richard DeWilde of Wisconsin] are not only
good growers. They’re also very good managers of labor. That
becomes a real challenge. My sense is that labor management will
be a limiting factor in determining how much some of the other
organic vegetable growers [in Wisconsin] will be able to grow.” -
Steve Stevenson, Center for Integrated Agricultural Systems,
University of Wisconsin, Madison.

Organic farmer Steve Pincus describes his own difficulties with
labor on his farm, Tipi Produce near Evansville, Wisconsin. “We
generally draw our labor from Madison—we have 10 to 11
regular people who work five days a week. It worked out okay,
but if I needed five extra people, it was hard to round them up. We
end up having to use high school students who have no
experience. In California, they have the infrastructure and the
labor pool—they can pick up the telephone and get 30 people to
work.” He adds that in rural areas labor is more of a problem—
“local folks—kids who have grown up here—have not worked
out. They consider it very low status work.”

Harry Rhodes of Growing Home reports there is a lack of trained
farmers and farm workers available for hire. This is partly a wage
issue. The people they train in their urban farming program at
Growing Home more readily accept landscaping jobs than farm
internships because they learn that landscaping pays better than
farming.

“It’s really difficult to get reliable labor where we live. We have a
hard time finding reliable workers to help get three hay crops in
during the summer...There are few young people who want to
work on farms and other labor pools, like immigrant farmers such
as the Hmong in Wisconsin, are hard to find. Or, it would be
uneconomical. | asked a few organic farmers, including David
Cleverdon of Kinnikinnick, what size a [diversified vegetable]
farm needed to be to support one farming family. And not one
answered in terms of volume of production or in terms of dollars
produced per year. One said you have to be able to support eight
seasonal employees to have a farm that’s big enough to provide
for one farm family. Eight employees was the critical factor.”

- Juli Brussell, Rainy Creek Farm and Illinois Stewardship
Alliance.
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6. Land. More than one interviewee asked: Where is the land for new
farming going to come from?

New farmers need land, and farmers report there is little farmland
available, at least at affordable prices. Terra Brockman of The Land
Connection says that new farmers need land and capital before they
can even begin to consider all the production challenges. Farmland
that does go on the market often sells to developers or investors at
inflated prices. Suburbs and sprawl are taking prime farmland
permanently out of production. Openlands, a strong supporter of
planned land use, reports that Illinois farmland is being lost at a rate
of 135 acres a day.

Ann Sorensen of American Farmland Trust says, “The problem we
have here in lllinois is local land use planning. Really, to do a good
job with any food systems work, you need regional planning.”

The City of Chicago has 60,000 to 70,000 vacant lots, but they are
often too expensive, too small, or simply unavailable for conversion
to food production. Urban farmers Ken Dunn of the Resource Center
and Harry Rhodes of Growing Home both speak of having more
ready markets than they do available land with which to satisfy those
markets.

There is some farmland available. What’s needed is a central listing
or database to link farmers to land. For instance, David Cleverdon of
Kinnikinnick Farm, who has extra acreage on his farm, says if he
could find a way to rent land to other small or beginning farmers, “I
would jump on it.” Mike Sands of the Liberty Prairie Foundation says
there are approximately 2,500 acres of land in multiple parcels in
Lake County, some of which could be used for organic agriculture.

Also, federal funding may be available for specific parcels. One such
example is the Natural Resources Conservation Service Farm and
Ranch Lands Protection Program, which provides matching funds to
help purchase development rights to keep productive farmland in
agricultural use.

7. Financing. Even when a farmer owns the land, conventional
financing for unconventional crops can be hard to find and arrange.

“It doesn't take a rocket scientist to understand why so little
Illinois farmland is used to grow food for people. It’s a huge
systemic problem. Farmers can’t even get bank loans to get their
fields planted in the spring unless they bring along their farm plan
that shows how much nitrogen they’re using, how much herbicide,
etc. to ‘guarantee’ a certain corn and soybean yield, which will
then guarantee them the subsidy check, which will repay the bank
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loan, which will pay the chemical companies...and so the status
quo continues.” - Terra Brockman, The Land Connection.

Currently, some financing for alternative production is coming from
Heifer International. Rodger Cooley, Midwest program manager for
Heifer in Chicago, reports that they are funding The Land Connection
to help farmers develop small-scale livestock operations. Their
support will help farmers obtain training, infrastructure such as
fencing, and the animals themselves.

8. Political will and savvy. Lack of political will among decision
makers and politicians, and political savvy at the grassroots and
organizational levels are barriers to success according to interviewees.

Asked if he felt the State Department of Agriculture supported efforts
at diversification and sustainable agriculture, this veteran of the farm
industry said, “I would like to lie to you and say ‘yeah,” but to be
honest, | don’t believe that is the case. “There is some curiosity’ may
be the best way to describe it. It [sustainable or diversified
agriculture] is not a priority yet.” - Anonymous, state employee.

Political support from state government is less than encouraging.

Shannon Allen of the Macon County Soil and Water Conservation
District said that the Illinois Department of Agriculture was in “such a
state of flux” due to the Governor’s recent proposal to restructure it.
This proposal was narrowly defeated, but Allen noted an imbalance in
representation between Chicago and downstate that often works
against the interest of agricultural areas. He said Chicago has enough
senators and representatives to swing almost any vote—
approximately 64% of votes in both the Illinois House and the Senate
are from Chicago.?® “We have hardly any representation downstate.”
And as for the governor, “He’s never been in the state [meaning
downstate] except to campaign that | know of—he thinks Chicago is
its own state!...1 think that if we could get to him and explain about
small farmers, he would eat it up. You could sell him on the small
urban stuff and then once you get him into that, he will see the bigger
picture. But you can’t get to him—because he’s in Chicago!”

% According to the Illinois Farm Bureau, 38 out of 59 state senators and 76 out of 188 state
representatives are from the greater Chicago area.
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At the Crossroad

We stand at a crossroad.

Without concerted investment and action now or in the near future,
the opportunity will slip further and further away for Illinois
producers to be the ones delivering diversified and specialty products
to the Illinois food marketplace. The growing demand for high
quality, diversified farm products, both organic and conventional, will
be filled increasingly by large-scale commodity suppliers out-of-state,
out-of-region, and out-of-country. There is already a year-round
supply of organic fruits and vegetables available in Chicago and most
major U.S. cities, supplied and controlled, in large part, by the same
companies that provide conventional produce from all over the globe.

“Time is running out...Some highly entrepreneurial farmers have
been able to develop direct markets...but the number of those
opportunities is relatively limited...The majority of the farmers
that I talk to are absolutely in survival mode now. The only
options they can see...are generating more off-farm income or
adding more units [more acreage] 