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Varied Interests Drive 
Growing Popularity  
of Local Foods 

 ■ Local foods are a growing but small component of U.S. agriculture.

 ■ Local foods typically refers to foods produced near their point 
of consumption, but there is no consensus as to what distances 
constitute local. 

 ■ Other characteristics are also used to define local foods, including 
production methods, types of producers, and whether the foods are 
sold directly to consumers or to food distributors.

Steve W. Martinez , martinez@ers.usda.gov
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In the early 1900s, nearly 40 percent of Americans lived on farms, and most food was 
locally grown and marketed. Food processing amounted to canning, dehydrating, salting, 
or smoking, and few foods traveled more than a day to market. Consumption was dictated 
by local seasonality. Following World War II, transportation costs dropped and improve-
ments in refrigeration allowed perishable items such as meats and produce to be shipped 
across the globe affordably. 

In the late 1960s, a desire to eat locally was aligned with a budding environmental 
movement. A more recent renewal of that aspiration has gained momentum. As inter-
est and demand for local foods grow, so do questions about what constitutes “local” 
foods, what characterizes local food markets, and what the impact of local food is 
on economic development, health, and environmental quality. 
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R.M. Morrison, USDA/ERS
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Local Food Is Defined by Travel 
Distance, Although Distances Vary 

“Local foods” is often thought of as a 
geographic concept, referring to the distance 
from production to consumption. The New 
Oxford American Dictionary defines its 2007 
word of the year, “locavore,” as a person who 
tries to eat only food grown or produced 
within a 100-mile radius. However, there 
is little consensus that 100 miles equates 
to local.

Several food retail companies have ad-
opted their own local food definitions. Wal-
Mart, for example, defines local food as that 
produced within a State’s borders. Dorothy 
Lane Market—a small independent super-
market with three gourmet stores in Dayton, 
OH—considers foods grown or raised 
within a 250-mile radius of Dayton as local. 
According to Whole Foods, a “natural” and 
organic food retailer, products must travel less 
than a day (7 or fewer hours by car or truck) 
from farm to store to be designated as local. 
However, most Whole Foods’ stores have 
established even shorter maximum distances. 

Federal and some State policymakers 
also have their own definitions. According to 
the definition adopted by the U.S. Congress 
in the 2008 Food, Conservation, and Energy 
Act, “locally or regionally produced agri-

cultural food product” can only travel less 
than 400 miles from its origin, or within the 
State in which it is produced. Vermont law 
requires that “local” items originate within 
30 miles of the point of sale. 

Distances perceived to constitute local 
may also vary by region. Population density 
is important because what is considered local 
in a sparsely populated area may be quite dif-
ferent in more heavily populated regions. For 
example, people accustomed to driving great 
distances for specialized services or goods 
may regard a day’s drive as local, whereas the 
same distance is unlikely to be regarded as 
“local” by a resident of a large city. 

Local food definitions may even vary 
within the same region. In 2009, four farm-
ers’ markets located in central Virginia de-
fined “local” as goods grown or produced 
within a 100-mile radius and in Virginia. 
Two other central Virginia farmers’ markets 
required food to be grown within a 75-mile 
radius, and one required food to be grown 
within the county. 

What Do Consumers Look for in 
Local Foods?

In addition to geographic proximity, 
consumers ascribe other characteristics to 
local foods. Consumers in a national study 
by the Food Marketing Institute in 2009 

cited freshness (82 percent), support for the 
local economy (75 percent), and knowing 
the source of the product (58 percent) as 
reasons for buying local food. Important fea-
tures of local food marketing channels are 
that production and distribution occur in a 
specific region, and consumers are informed 
about the local nature of products, for ex-
ample, through personal communication. 

Several studies have identified con-
sumer perceptions of local food, including 
that local produce is fresher looking and 
tasting, of higher quality, and a better value 
for the price. Some consumers associate 
local foods with environmentally sustain-
able production methods, such as limited 
use of chemicals, energy-based fertilizers, 
and pesticides. Consumers also may extend 
local food production methods to include 
fair farm labor practices and animal wel-
fare. In some consumers’ minds, local foods 
are synonymous with small farms that are 
committed to the local community through 
social and economic relationships. 

Surveys to elicit consumer attitudes 
about local foods suggest that consumers 
may be willing to pay a premium for in-State 
products, from 9 percent for a specialty food 
product in New England (maple syrup, salsa, 
cookies, etc.) and Colorado potatoes, to 50 
percent for fresh Florida-grown produce. 

Kathy L. Lipton, USDA/ERS



W W W. E R S .U S DA .G OV / A M B E R WAV E S

F E A T U R E

D
E

C
E

M
B

E
R

 2
0

1
0

A
M

B
E

R
 W

A
V

E
S

13

Consumers with higher willingness to pay 
a premium for local food also tend to place 
greater importance on quality, nutrition, 
the environment, and helping farmers in 
their State. 

Some Local Foods Are Marketed 
Directly to Consumers…

The varying definitions of local food 
smake it difficult to define precisely the 
size and scope of the sector. To quantify 
the development of the local foods market, 
ERS researchers used census of agricul-
ture data and data from the research firm 
Packaged Facts. 

Direct-to-consumer marketing of local 
foods includes sales at farmers’ markets, 
farm stands/onfarm sales, pick-your-own 
operations, and community-supported ag-
riculture (CSAs) operations. With CSAs, 
local residents purchase shares in a farmer’s 
expected harvest before planting, then 
receive weekly deliveries or pick up from 
the farm throughout the growing season. 
However, census figures on direct sales to 
consumers are not equivalent to the value 
of local direct-to-consumer marketing. For 
example, catalog and Internet sales are in-
cluded in census’s direct sales to consumers, 
but such customers are typically not local. 
On the other hand, local food systems in-
clude community gardening, which does 
not involve commercial farming and so is 
not included in census data. 

According to census data, direct sales to 
consumers account for a small but growing 
segment of U.S. agriculture. Direct sales of 
agricultural products, including Internet 
and catalog sales, totaled $1.2 billion in 
2007, or 0.4 percent of total agricultural 
sales. From 1997 to 2007, direct sales in-
creased by 105 percent ($619 million), com-
pared with an increase of 48 percent for all 
agricultural sales ($95.8 billion). 

Over the same period, the number 
of farms selling directly to consumers in-
creased by 24 percent, compared with a 
0.5-percent reduction in the total number 
of farms. In 2007, the 136,800 farms selling 
directly to consumers surpassed the num-
ber performing custom work (services for 
others such as planting, plowing, spraying, 

and harvesting), agritourism, and sales of 
firewood and other forest products, posi-
tioning direct sales as the leading onfarm 
supplemental enterprise.

Farmers’ markets and CSA operations 
also have grown considerably. Based on 
USDA surveys, the number of U.S. farm-
ers’ markets rose threefold from 1,755 in 
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Source: USDA, Economic Research Service using data from USDA, National Agricultural Statistics 
Service, Census of Agriculture.
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1994 to 6,132 in 2010. In 2005, there were 
1,144 CSAs, up from 761 in 2001 and 2 in 
1986. An online registry maintained by 
LocalHarvest indicates that there now are 
over 2,500 CSAs in the United States. 

…and to Retailers, Restaurants, 
and Institutions

Farmers also sell their products to local 
restaurants, retail stores, and institutions 
such as government entities, hospitals, 
and schools (direct-to-retail/foodservice). 
These products may reach the retail or 
foodservice establishment directly from 
the farmer or move through one or more 
intermediaries, such as a wholesaler. Based 
on data from Packaged Facts and the census 
of agriculture, direct-to-retail/foodservice 
sales amounted to $3.8 billion in 2007, 
up 19 percent from $3.2 billion in 2002. 
Small, independent grocery retailers, whose 
identity and stocking practices are closely 
linked to specific geographic locations, may 
be better positioned to incorporate local 
foods as part of their corporate identity. For 
example, Dorothy Lane Market began as a 
fruit stand in 1948. It has since developed a 
strong relationship with area farmers and 

now carries a variety of local products from 
surrounding farms. 

Larger food retail chains are also seek-
ing to capitalize on the growing popularity 
of local foods. Several leading retailers—
including Wal-Mart, Safeway, Meijer, and 
Weis Markets—have recently announced 
local food initiatives. In 2009, 7 of the top 
10 food retailers had some reference to local 
foods on their websites. 

Surveys conducted by the National 
Restaurant Association (NR A) suggest 
increasing interest in local foods by res-
taurants and their patrons. According to 
NRA’s 2008 operator survey, 89 percent of 
fine-dining operators served locally sourced 
items and 90 percent believed it would be-
come more popular. Nearly 30 percent of 
fast food operators served locally sourced 
items in 2008, and nearly half believed these 
items would grow more popular. In 2008, 
Chipotle Mexican Grill, one of the fastest 
growing fast food chains, began purchasing 
25 percent of at least one produce item for 
each of its stores from farms located within 
200 miles of the retail store.

Farm-to-school programs represent an 
important component of the institutional 
market for locally grown produce. For most 
of these programs, school food authorities 
buy fresh produce directly from local farm-
ers for some or all of their produce needs. 
In other programs, schools sponsor school 
garden projects or field trips to nearby farms 
as part of an expanded nutrition education 
curriculum. The overall goals of the pro-
grams are to provide children with access 
to fresh fruit and vegetables and promote 
relationships between schools and farms 
that can strengthen over time. The National 
Farm to School Network estimated that 
there were 2,051 farm-to-school programs in 

the United States in 2009, up from only 2 in 
1996-97, and twice as many as in 2005-06. 

Direct-to-Consumer Sales Are 
Especially Important for Small 
Produce Farms  

The 2007 Census of Agriculture pro-
vides information on the characteristics of 
farms engaged in direct sales to consumers. 
The census data show that access to urban 
markets is crucial to farms engaged in direct 
sales. Counties with the highest levels of di-
rect sales are concentrated in the urban cor-
ridors of the Northeast and the West Coast. 

Direct sales farms located in or adja-
cent to metro counties accounted for 84 
percent of all farms engaged in direct sales, 
and earned 89 percent of all direct sales in-
come. Direct sales per farm decreased for 
farms located progressively farther from 
metropolitan counties, averaging $10,987 
for farms located in metro counties, $6,767 
for farms in rural counties adjacent to metro 
counties, and $6,090 for farms in remote 
rural counties.

According to the census of agriculture, 
total direct-to-consumer sales in 2007 were 
roughly evenly split between small (less than 
$50,000 in total farm sales), medium (sales 
of $50,000 to $499,999), and large farms 
(sales of $500,000 or more), even though 
small farms accounted for 85 percent of the 
number of direct-sales farms. Direct sales 
accounted for over 35 percent of total farm 
sales on average for small farms, provid-
ing an important sales outlet for their farm 
output. In contrast, direct sales accounted 
for an average of 17 percent of medium-sized 
farms’ total sales and only 7.5 percent of 
large farms’ total sales. 

Bundling other processing or farm-
related enterprises with direct sales appears 
to be especially important for small farms. 
Small farms constituted 77 percent of all 

E C O N O M I C  R E S E A R C H  S E R V I C E / U S DA
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farms combining direct sales with other ac-
tivities, such as production of value-added 
products (such as beef jerky, fruit jams, 
jelly, preserves, or cutting and arranging 
flowers), agritourism, alternative energy 
production, sales of forest products, and 
organic production.

There were fewer fruit and vegetable 
producers engaged in direct sales to con-
sumers than there were livestock and other 
crop producers, but a larger percentage of 
fruit and vegetable producers sold directly 
to consumers. In addition, they earned two 
to three times more in direct sales per farm 
than livestock and other crop producers. 
Consequently, fruit and vegetable produc-
ers accounted for a disproportionately 
larger percentage of all direct sales. Among 
livestock farms, beef cattle operations ac-
counted for 54 percent of farms selling 
directly to consumers and 47 percent of 
direct sales. 

F E A T U R E

Number of direct sales farms
136,800 farms

In 2007, small farms accounted for 85 percent of farms that sold directly 
to consumers and 31 percent of direct sales

Source: USDA, Economic Research Service using data from USDA, National Agricultural Statistics 
Service, Census of Agriculture.
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Direct sales
$1.2 billion

Small
(sales less than
$50,000)
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or more)
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The continued growth of local food markets has raised ques-
tions about their impact on economic development, health, 
environmental quality, and other issues. As of late 2010, a number 
of studies have sought answers to these questions. 

Expansion of local food markets can support the local econ-
omy because sales are more likely to accrue to people and busi-
nesses within the area. Each dollar spent on local foods may then 
generate additional sales, income, and jobs as inputs and services 
(e.g., machinery, feed, seed, fertilizer, financial services) are pro-
vided by local businesses. Economic impacts are also generated 
when additional earnings are spent in the region. 

Models that simulate the effects of local food expansion have 
generally found positive impacts. For example, a study conducted 
by the Leopold Center for Sustainable Agriculture at Iowa State 
University estimated that each dollar spent at Iowa farmers’ 
markets generates $0.58 in additional sales within the State, and 
that a dollar increase in personal income (i.e., wages, salaries, and 
proprietor profits) earned at farmers’ markets generates $0.47 in 
additional personal income within the State. Every 100 full-time 
equivalent jobs created at farmers’ markets support 45 full-time 
equivalent jobs in other sectors of the Iowa economy. However, 
based on case studies conducted by ERS, traditional food compa-
nies may also make significant contributions to the local economy 
(see “Local Food Supply Chains Use Diverse Business Models To 
Satisfy Demand” on page 18 in this issue).

Local food markets may also spur additional consumer 
spending at other businesses within a community. For example, 
farmers’ market shoppers may also spend money at neighboring 
businesses. A 1998 Oregon State University Extension Service 
study of seven farmers’ markets in the Northwest found that 31 
to 92 percent of the amount spent at a market was spent by the 
same customers at neighboring businesses. 

The magnitude of the economic impact of local food produc-
tion depends on the degree to which local foods displace other 
local economic activity. For example, increased local production 
and marketing of fruit and vegetables may reduce production 
and marketing of grains or reduce sales of fruit and vegetables at 

traditional supermarkets. Studies have found that accounting for 
displaced economic activity within the local community reduces 
the positive economic impacts, but the overall benefits are still 
positive. For example, one study estimated that annual spending 
by consumers at farmers’ markets in West Virginia generated $2.4 
million in total sales, $656,000 in personal income, and 69.2 full-
time equivalent jobs. While still positive, these impacts were offset 
by $1.3 million in lost sales, $463,000 in lost personal income, and 
26.4 lost full-time equivalent jobs at conventional retail stores. 

The effect of distance that food travels, or food miles, on 
energy use and greenhouse gas emissions has been the subject 
of numerous studies, especially in the United Kingdom (UK). 
While distance clearly determines energy use and emissions, 
other factors also are important, such as the mode of transport 
and load size. For example, researchers at the UK Department 
of Transport found that North American cherries shipped by air 
freight to the UK had the highest ratio of emissions to product 
transported. Apples from New Zealand traveled a greater distance 
but had a lower emissions ratio because they traveled by sea, a 
highly energy-efficient means of moving goods. 

Studies that compared local foods with food sourced from 
conventional retailers found no significant differences in trans-
portation energy use, except for those transported by air. The 
shorter distance traveled in local markets was offset by greater 
transportation efficiency of bigger conventional transportation 
modes that move more food from production to retail, which 
lowered energy use per unit transported. Recent research by 
ERS found that, despite traveling greater distance beef sold by 
traditional retailers in Minnesota used slightly less fuel per unit 
of product compared with local food supply chains because of 
larger load sizes. 

Other stages of the food system—production, processing, 
storage, and preparation—may be as important as transportation 
in assessing the overall impact of local food systems. Studies of 
total food system energy use and greenhouse gas emissions have 
generated mixed results as to whether local food systems are more 
energy and emissions efficient. 

Studies Examine Economic and Environmental Impacts of Local Food Markets



W W W. E R S .U S DA .G OV / A M B E R WAV E S

F E A T U R E

D
E

C
E

M
B

E
R

 2
0

1
0

A
M

B
E

R
 W

A
V

E
S

17

Vegetables and fruit need little process-
ing and, therefore, are most readily avail-
able for market through farmers’ markets, 
roadside stands, and pick-your-own opera-
tions. According to USDA’s 2006 National 
Farmers’ Market Survey, the most popular 
product category sold at farmers’ markets was 
fresh fruit and vegetables, which was sold by 
nearly 92 percent of farmers’ market manag-
ers in 2005, followed by herbs and flowers; 
honey, nuts, and preserves; and baked goods.

Public Policies and Programs 
Support Local Food Systems  

Numerous public programs and poli-
cies support local food initiatives, and the 
number of programs is growing. Some 
Federal programs provide financing that 
directly supports local food systems. For 
example, the Federal State Marketing 
Improvement Program provides matching 
funds to State agencies to assist in explor-

ing new market opportunities for food and 
agricultural products. In 2009, 8 out of 23 
grants awarded went to projects supporting 
local foods, such as funding to improve the 
effectiveness of Colorado MarketMaker. A 
national partnership of land grant institu-
tions and State departments of agriculture 
currently active in 15 States and the District 
of Columbia, MarketMaker provides an in-
teractive mapping system to match retailers, 
wholesalers, processors, and other buyers 
with farmers, farmers’ markets, and other 
sources of agricultural products. 

Federal programs also provide support 
by encouraging purchases at local food out-
lets. The Senior Farmers’ Market Nutrition 
Program provides low-income seniors with 
coupons that can be used to purchase fresh 
fruit and vegetables at authorized farmers’ 
markets, roadside stands, and CSA pro-
grams. Farmers or authorized outlets then 

submit coupons for payment by the State 
agency that operates the program. In fiscal 
year 2009, 809,711 seniors received these 
coupons and 18,714 farmers participated 
in the program at 3,684 farmers’ markets, 
3,061 roadside stands, and 159 CSAs.

Local foods remain a small portion 
of U.S. agriculture. But as interest in local 
food systems has increased, so has the de-
sire to understand how local food markets 
affect farmers, consumers, and communi-
ties (see box, “Studies Examine Economic 
and Environmental Impacts of Local Food 
Markets”). Understanding these impacts 
can result in more cost-effective programs 
that support local foods within the broader 
U.S. food marketing system. 

Local Food Systems: Concepts, Impacts, 
and Issues, by Steve Martinez, Michael 
Hand, Michelle Da Pra, Susan Pollack, 
Katherine Ralston, Travis Smith, 
Stephen Vogel, Shellye Clark, Luanne 
Lohr, Sarah Low, and Constance 
Newman, ERR-97, USDA, Economic 
Research Service, May 2010, available 
at: www.ers.usda.gov/publications/err97/ 

“Just What Does Local Mean?” 
by Michael S. Hand and Stephen 
Martinez, in Choices, Vol. 25, No. 1, 
1st Quarter 2010.

Comparing the Structure, Size, and 
Performance of Local and Mainstream 
Food Supply Chains, by Robert P. King, 
Michael S. Hand, Gigi DiGiacomo, 
Kate Clancy, Miguel I. Gomez, 
Shermain D. Hardesty, Larry Lev, and 
Edward W. McLaughlin, ERR-99, 
USDA, Economic Research Service, 
June 2010, available at: www.ers.usda.
gov/publications/err99/ 
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Number of direct sales farms
136,800 farms

In 2007, fruit and vegetable farms accounted for 26 percent of direct sales 
farms and 56 percent of direct sales

Source: USDA, Economic Research Service using data from USDA, National Agricultural Statistics 
Service, Census of Agriculture.
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