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The Growth in Local Foods: 

Threat or Opportunity? 





Center for Environmental  

Farming Systems 

• Partnership initiated 
in 1994 

 NCSU 

 NCA&T SU 

 NCDA &CS 

www.cefs.ncsu.edu 

 

 

Mission: To develop and promote agricultural systems that 

protect the environment, enhance rural and urban communities, 

and provide economic opportunities in North Carolina and 

beyond 

http://www.cefs.ncsu.edu/


Vibrant Farms 

Healthy People 

Strong 

Communities 

Thriving Local 

Economies 

Healthy 

Ecosystems 

CEFS Goals 



CEFS Field Facility 

• 2000 acre Research, Academic, 

and Extension Facility 

• Farming Systems Research 

• Pasture-Based Dairy, Beef and 

Alternative Swine Unit 

• Organic Research Unit 

• Small Farm Unit 

 

 

 

 





CEFS’ Local Foods Initiatives 



2015 USDA ERS Study: 
Trends in US Local and Regional Food Systems 

• In 2012, 163,675 (12 

%) of farms marketing 

locally (DTC or 

Intermediated) 

• ARMS and Census 

data show local food 

sales estimated $6.1 

billion in 2012 

(estimated 

intermediated markets) 



Big Trends in Food 



 



• Farmers Markets 
sales >$1 billion 



Farm to Institutions: Scaling Up 



The Challenges 

Business Development challenges Changes in business models on farm 

side or business side 

Food Safety (GAP) certification and 

training 

Liability insurance 

Development of aggregation centers 

and food hubs 

Price 

Cold Storage and other infrastructure Quality standards and uniformity 

Processing infrastructure and capacity Innovative distribution models 

Farmer Training (Cooperative 

Extension) 

Access to credit 

Research Diversification 

Zoning and Present Use Value Production capacity 

Farmland Preservation Business planning and assessment and 

flexibility in business models 

Regulatory Reform Expectations/contracts 



Millennials 

• Willing to pay for fresh and healthy 

food, and are willing to go to great 

lengths to find it.   

• More aligned with the “food movement” 

and love things like organic farms, small 

batch jams and artisanal cheese.   

• This shift – by millions of people – is  

changing the marketplace forever  

• Local food for them is mainstream 

• Information is how they roll 



In 60 seconds online in 2013 
 Fast Company 

 Facebook 250 Billion 
photographs 



It’s affecting 
how we shop 

It’s affecting how we cook 
• 1/3 cooks use smartphones for recipes 

It’s affecting how we eat  



..Are Local Foods a Threat? 

1. “Consumers are more aware, but 

there is so much misinformation, 

it’s hurting agriculture”. 

2. “We’ll never feed the world on 

‘local foods’, so it’s a distraction 

from the direction we need to head 

and absorbing resources that 

should go elsewhere.” 

3. “There are food safety concerns, 

how will we control risk on so 

many distributed farms and 

market outlets?” 

 

 

 

 



 ..Is it a Threat? 

4. “We risk replacing a culture 

of cheap and plentiful food 

with one of hyper-expense 

and scarcity.” 

5. “It’s not more efficient to 

grow produce in areas that 

are not suited, so, for 

example, things like the 100 

mile diet are fallacies when it 

comes to saving energy or 

the environment” 

• Others? 

 

 

 

 



 1.  Consumers are more aware, but there is so 

much misinformation, it’s hurting agriculture 

Certainly a lot of misinformation on the fringes  

 

 

 

 
Continuum Fringe 

Of the engaged public, most in the middle are 

intelligent, well-educated, well-read and do 

understand agriculture. There is just disagreement. 



Be Careful not to Oversimplify 

“if only they were educated” 

 It is possible for people to have accurate scientific 

information and still disagree on the direction agriculture 

should head 



We’ll never feed the 9 billion 

on ‘local foods’, so it’s a 

distraction from the direction 

we need to head. (threat no. 2) 

We’re not feeding the world now.  In 

this country there are 49 million who 

are food insecure.  In North Carolina, 

17.3 percent of families (1 in 5 children) 

are food insecure. 

We need to focus on higher 

yields through more 

technology.  That’s how we’ll 

feed the 9 billion.  We need to 

intensify agriculture to get 

more yield with the same 

resources. 

But we have enough calories now to 

feed the world (yet worldwide, 1 in 8 go 

to bed hungry). Food insecurity and 

hunger aren’t currently related to a lack 

of food produced.  People need money, 

education, access to land, access to 

transportation and food related 

infrastructure, and access to fresh and 

healthy foods.  They need access to 

better food not more food. 

Mainstream Informed “Foodie” 



 

3.  Increased Food Safety Concerns  

 

No evidence or data to support this 



4. Hyper-Expense and Scarcity 

• No one (well…almost no one) is saying everything 

has to be local 

• Those engaged in developing local food systems 

are as concerned about affordability as anyone. 

• Many are developing models to address affordability 

and access in spite of the price conundrum 

 

 



Price 

1. Low et al. 2015; 2006 Nielsen Homescan Panel 

Data 

• Produce prices at DTC outlets are lower, on average, 

than prices at grocery stores in all seasons 

2. McGuirt et al. 2011- North Carolina 

• Compare summertime prices of 230 produce items in 

12 North Carolina counties 

• Find an average price savings of 18 percent at the 

farmers’ markets  

 



The Price Conundrum 

• There is a  trade-off between improving 

access of local and healthy foods (infers low 

cost) and insuring farmers receive adequate 

compensation to stay in business 

• Can we have both affordable healthy food for 

all and more farmers?  

• Farmers alone shouldn’t bear the brunt of 

keeping food affordable food for all. 

 

 

 



Our Farmers 

• Average age of farmers is 58 

• Since 1964, we have lost 

approximately 1 million farms in the 

US (USDA ag census) 

• In NC, there were 100,000 farms in 

1976 and 48,000 farms in 2008 

• There are now more people in prison 

than on farms. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



5. “Efficiency” argument 

• Reducing Carbon Footprint case 

is made, but it’s less common 

now  

• It depends….how, what, where 

• How do we measure efficiency? 

What’s in and what’s out? 
 

 

 



 Local Foods as Opportunity 

1. Job creation  

2. Economic development 

3. Better health 

4. Reduced health care 

costs 

5. Farm profitability 

6. Supports new farmers 

7. More green space 

8. Enhanced environmental 

quality 

9. Enhanced Food Security 

10. Other? 

 

 

 

http://ncsipm1.cropsci.ncsu.edu/cefs/year2003/alina/alina150_03.jpg


Contextualizing the Opportunity… 

Do we agree? 

• The primary purpose of agriculture is 

providing food for people 

• In such a way that is an asset to our 

health and well-being 
 

 

 



 

How are we doing? 

• 49 million in US Food Insecure (8.6 million 

children) 

• Obesity-related medical treatments approximately   

$147 billion annually (including the cost of  

diabetes). 35% of adults (CDC) 

• One in three children are overweight or obese  

• A third of the children born in 2000 or later will 

develop diabetes 

• 27 percent of those who go to military recruiting 

stations are too heavy to serve 

 

 

 



mainstream local foods 
The best 

of both 

It’s a “Both-And” 

Taking the Best of Both has real potential 



It’s not just happenstance: 

We strategically try to achieve the 

following through Local Agriculture 

• More Availability 

• Better Health Outcomes 

• Economic Development  

• Job Creation 

• More farmers  

• More food businesses 

• Environmental sustainability 

• More climate resilient and 

adaptive 

 

 

 

CS Mott 



Economic Impact 

The Multiplier Impact 

From Local First, Grand Rapids, MI 

 

The more times a dollar circulates in a given geography and the faster it 

circulates before leaving, the more income wealth and jobs it creates. 

 

 



Local Food Business 

• Wallace Center and Business Alliance for 
Local Living Economies studied 24 local 
food enterprises nationally 

•  “Two to four times the income, wealth 
and jobs than at an equivalent non-local 
business”  



  

Job Creation 

• On-Farm 

• Processing Centers 

• Value added Centers 

• Distribution networks 

• Retail outlets 

• Farm to Institution  

 







Rise in NCDA & CS NC Farmer Meat Handler Registrations 

2014: 842 



Local Foods as 

Entrepreneurship 

The Produce Box  



Spawning Entrepreneurship:  

Farm to School 

• New Farm Enterprises 

• Light Processing and 

Preparation 

• New Recipes and 

Products 

• New Distribution 

Channels 



Get them eating well when they are young 

• Taste  

• Experiential 

opportunities 

http://images.google.com/imgres?imgurl=www.nationalgardening.com/special/free/wallpaper/images/1280x1024/squash(1280).jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.metafilter.com/mefi/25057&h=1024&w=1280&sz=170&tbnid=nNGl9DtCE_IJ:&tbnh=120&tbnw=150&prev=/images?q=Squash&hl=en&lr=&ie=UTF-8&oe=UTF-8&sa=G


Research has Shown 

• Students participating in a nutrition education 

program (at school) that was combined with 

garden experiences significantly increased 

their daily intake of fruits and vegetables from 

1.9 to 4.5 servings (McAleese and Rankin, 

2007)  



Food Access 

 

“I can go and buy every variety of 

fried chicken imaginable on the 

west side of Chicago. I can get it in 

great variety. I can buy 

cigarettes…. I can get liquor. I can 

get designer clothes. I can get 

heroin, I can get crack.  I can get a 

gun, but I can’t get an organic 

tomato. I can’t get a cup of yogurt. I 

can’t get romaine lettuce….I can’t 

get a banana or an apple. But I can 

get every variety of potato chip 

there is”.   

 

------La Donna Redmond 

  





Innovative models being developed 

The Produce Box  



• Initiated in 2009 

• 1 to 1 match to SNAP 

beneficiaries to purchase 

locally grown fruits and 

vegetables at farmers 

markets 

• Now at 150 sites benefiting 

200,000 families and a 

multitude of farmers 

• Expanding nationally and to 

grocery stores 



Food Insecurity Nutrition Incentive Program  

• $100 million in last farm bill for 

grants to organizations over 5 years 

to help make fruits and vegetables 

more affordable to SNAP recipients.   

• Requires a 1:1 match so leverages 

another $100 million.  

• Also $110 million in funding for 

seniors for the Senior Farmers 

Market Nutrition Program 
 

 



• Been in existence since 2004 

grower-staff owned LLC 

• Eighty percent of sales go 

directly to growers  

• In 2005, 13 grower and 2 staff 

owners.  

• In 2011, over 70 growers, 130 

customers, $2.7 million in sales 

• 26,000 sq ft warehouse 

 



 

• Farm to Food Bank 

• Corporate Sponsor 

• Tax Deduction for buying 

produce to deliver to Food 

Banks 

• Supports Farmers 

• Provides $2000 weekly worth 

of organic produce to Food 

Bank 

 



• Started in 2007  

• Now feeding 8500 families 

• Buying 2 million pounds of 

local product in NC. 

• Currently includes produce, 

meat, cheese, bread, honey, 

jam.  

•  Support 40 farmers- 200 

moms/dads/kids delivering 

 



 

• Donate 300 lbs of produce 

per week to food banks 

• Produce packs to 450 lower-

income families with kids who 

participate in summer camp 

• Encourages the purchase of 

“community boxes" and "hero 

boxes  

• Last year provided 1600 

boxes to families in need 

• Also making small grants to 

farmers 



• Donation stations at farmers 

market  

• Receiving funds or produce 

from shoppers 

• Farmers donate excess 

• 100 tons since inception 

 



Let’s not forget the impact  

of Victory Gardens 

 
• During World War II, Americans planted 20 

million gardens and produced 40% of our fruits 

and vegetables 

 

 





Research has Shown 

• Participation in a community garden is 

associated with greater fruit and vegetable 

intake, with 56% of community gardeners 

meeting national recommendations of fruit and 

vegetable consumption (5 servings per day), 

compared to 25% of non-gardeners (Litt et al, 

2011)  



Local Foods as Opportunity 

 

 

 



 

• Bring more locally grown foods  into mainstream retail 

and food service supply chains 

• Supply  chains of produce, meat, dairy, and seafood 

• Strengthen the ability of small and mid-scale farmers and 

fishing operations to enter these mainstream markets 

profitably  

 

 



NC Growing Together 

Partners 





Lowes Foods: 30 new Direct to Store  

Vendors in 2013 



Local Foods as Opportunity 
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• Business 

Incubator/Shared 

commercial kitchen 

• Collaborative between 

4 counties 

• Provides facilities, 

trainings, TA 

 



• Local Foods Promotion Program 

Grants Program 

• Food Hubs 

• Wholesale markets 
 


