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Introduction
In 1993 I was transitioning, to the friendly amusement of my
neighbors, a traditional tobacco and cattle to organic vegetables
and cut flowers farm, when I got a call from Kathy Aman, CFA
leader and the Director of Kentucky’s Organic Certification
Program. We had recently become the 63rd certified organic
farm in Kentucky and Kathy was inviting organic farmers to
a meeting at the Burley tobacco Growers Cooperative to form
what would become the Kentucky Organic Growers Cooperative
(KOG). With the help of Community Farm Alliance (CFA)
and the vision of Wendell and John Berry, who was the Burley
Coop president, this meeting was to form the Kentucky Organic
Growers Cooperative.
The KOG meeting was my introduction to CFA, but it
was also the beginning of my realization that farming is not
an independent act, that my farming and my farm in my little
community of Nonesuch in Woodford County were part of
something much bigger. Before anybody, at least in Kentucky,
had even heard of “local foods”, “locivores”, food deserts,
food systems; before eating local and seasonal was cool; John,
Wendell, and the other members of CFA had a vision for a future
for Kentucky family farmers beyond tobacco; a vision that is
alive and more important than ever.
KOG was not CFA’s first effort in providing alternatives
for tobacco farmers. In 1986, just a year after CFA’s founding,
CFA farmers had started creating farmers markets in Marion Co.
and in Louisville, leading to the formation of the Family Farm
Growers Cooperative. Meanwhile Steve Smith, CFA member and
tobacco farmer from Trimble Co., had been trying to grow and
market organic vegetables with mixed results until he adopted the
community supported agriculture (CSA) model in 1990 (just four
years since the idea had been introduced in the USA!).
While KOG was not the first attempt at “local food” in
Kentucky, it was innovative in that it married the CSA model
with the Burley Coop’s system of matching supply and demand
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to market a premium product. The result was the creation of
a structured, scalable system through which farmers worked
cooperatively to match their production to a market demand,
enabling them to enhance their profitability.

CFA’s History of Making Progressive Change
During the credit crisis of the 1980s, a group of Kentucky
tobacco and dairy farmers came together to face the fallout of
Secretary of Agriculture Earl Butz’s industrial agricultural driven
policy of “get big or get out!” With the prospect of losing their
farms (neighbors had already considered suicide as an option),
they concluded that the problem wasn’t with how they had been
farming but with the public policies in place. (Despite watching
my uncle lose my grandfather’s dairy farm in the 1980’s farm
crisis, I never equated that as being the fault of bad farm policy
– I mistakenly had thought that Uncle John just wasn’t a good
farmer!). To keep farming, and equally important, to allow their
sons and daughters to keep faming, CFA’s founders realized
that they must organize to change public policy so in 1985
Community Farm Alliance was formed to bring the grassroots
voice to public policy. CFA continues that mission to this day.
Since 1985 CFA has led grassroots campaigns to pass or
defeat over 20 pieces of legislation in Kentucky’s Legislature to
support family farmers. Most of those, especially in recent years,
have been directly related to local food system development.
CFA uses several strategies to create good public policy,
aid community development and build democracy. Through
community organizing, leadership development and strategic
alliances with other organizations, CFA works to bring a critical
public voice to policy makers. From CFA’s long experience,
CFA members have learned that policy makers rely heavily,
perhaps too much, on models for policy development. Therefore,
CFA develops community-based projects that directly improve
communities but that also can be used as models for good
public programs and policy. Such is the case with Family Farm
Growers, KOG and CFA’s numerous other efforts over the years.
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In the 1990s Kentucky’s tobacco farming families were
coming to a crisis point as tobacco’s future and profitability was
increasingly uncertain. CFA members saw local food systems as
the best opportunity to maintain family-scale agriculture. Much
of CFA’s members’ hard work on creating a future for Kentucky
agriculture beyond tobacco came to fruition with the passage
of HB 611 and the creation of the Kentucky Ag Diversification
Fund, dedicating resources to creating a long-term commitment
to diversifying and rebuilding Kentucky’s tobacco farming
communities. Community Farm Alliance members are justifiably
proud of their role in passing HB 611 and helping to focus KADF
support for farmers growing for local and regional markets.

CFA’s Local and Regional Food System Development
While CFA members certainly had a clear vision of what
they wanted to create, it is also a stretch to say that initially
we saw how people grow and eat in the context of a “system.”
Through continued market development, such as four farmers’
markets in low-income neighborhoods of West Louisville and
the Bath Co. Farm to Community Demonstration Project, CFA
members quickly learned that in fact there is a system in place for
how food in America gets from the farm to the plate, and how the
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current system has been largely created since the end of World
War II through the control of agricultural policy by corporations.
CFA members also learned first-hand that local food systems
have a great potential for creating jobs, improving health through
better nutrition, and alleviating poverty. To reach that potential
however, farmers could not do it alone. Community partners,
health and nutrition specialists, educational institutions, local and
state agencies must be at the table. CFA has been building those
alliances through the Farm to School Task Force, the Louisville
Food Policy Advisory Council and most recently with the Eastern
Kentucky Food System Collaborative.
Recently CFA has developed a diagram (fig. 1) to explain
how food systems work and what it takes to get food from the farm
to the fork. Aside from home and community gardens, the most
direct approach is the CSA (community supported agriculture)
where the farmer literally hands the consumer the farm products.
Obviously farmers sell directly to consumers at farmers’ markets
but at these markets there is also a level of infrastructure involved
with times, locations, market oversight, and at long-established
markets, a market manager. As we move from left to right in
the diagram, there is increasing complication of marketing
logistics that includes how farmers’ products are aggregated or
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accumulated for processing and distribution according to the
final market destination. At the far right of the diagram, farm
products are treated less as food and more as commodities with
all of ramifications that come with commodities, including
speculative and futures markets. The diagram is also useful in
representing that from left to right, farmers’ share of the “food
dollar” decreases. Though too involved to discuss here, this
diagram can also be used to represent other factors such as system
capitalization, support and subsidies.
The diagram shows that most consumers and most farmers
are participating in the food system through the commodity
production system that supports the large franchised retail and
restaurant outlets. The food consumed at the far right also tends
to be far more processed, higher in fats, oils, sugars and other
additives necessary for the increase in transportation and “shelflife.” While it is true that most low-income consumers get their
food at the right end of the diagram, and more affluent consumers
are able to participate on the left end, the diagram does not
represent the cost of food in relation to where in the system it is
accessed.
Figure 2.

There is intentional and unintentional misrepresentation that
the cost of food is higher on the left. A recent study by SCALE
Inc. of Abingdon, VA1 looked at 24 farmers markets in 19
communities, ranging in population from10,000 to over 250,000
in six states: Virginia, Tennessee, West Virginia, Kentucky,
North Carolina and South Carolina, and concluded that overall,
farmers markets in the Southeast and Appalachia are highly
competitive with mainstream supermarkets in their pricing on a
range of commonly consumed foods, including produce, meats
and eggs. In 74% of communities examined, produce, including
organic, was less expensive at farmers markets.

The Economics of Local Food
As Kentucky’s farmers were on track to create a new
economy based on producing food, CFA in 2002 compiled the
statewide policies necessary to build a local food economy and
outlined the necessary steps for creating a locally integrated food
economy (L.I.F.E.). CFA’s 2003 report, Bring Kentucky’s Food
and Farm Economy Home2, highlights that a local food system
has an employment multiplier of 1.4 and income multiplier
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of almost double (A 2010 USDA report3 came to the same
conclusion).
In 2011, two new national studies by the Union of Concerned
Scientists4 and the USDA5 are the first attempts to document the
economics of local foods. Both reports found that though local
and regional food systems at this time represent a small segment
of U.S. agriculture, they are a rapidly growing, expanding part of
agriculture with $4.8 billion in sales in 2008. According to the
USDA report, small farms (those with less than $50,000 in gross
annual sales) accounted for 81 percent of all farms reporting
local food sales in 2008. They averaged $7,800 in local food
sales per farm and were more likely to rely exclusively on directto-consumer marketing channels, such as famers’ markets and
roadside stands. The report also concluded that once farmers pass
$10,000 in annual gross sales, operating expense ratios of farms
engaged in local food sales may be lower than the average farm
not engaged in local food sales, implying that local food sales
farms may reach profitability at a lower gross sales point.

Figure 3.

A soon to be published report by Michael Shuman of Cutting
Edge Capital for Berea’s Economic Advancement Team (CFA
is helping to facilitate the local food group), shows that the
economic leakage that a local food system in Berea could plug
would create almost 225 jobs, third behind professional services
and distribution.
What does this look like on the ground? Food production,
processing, marketing, and distribution are a huge part of our
economy. According to the 2010 report The State of Food – A
Snapshot of Food Access in Louisville6, food is a $3 billion dollar
economic sector in Louisville, Kentucky. Diagram 2 shows the
particulars of the current food system in Louisville. Note that
Louisville, like the rest of America, purchases 40% of its food to
be consumed away from home.

The Economics of Food and Health
Poor health has its own economic impacts. For example
Floyd County, Kentucky is ranked 112th among KY’s 120
counties for health with 30% of adults as obese, 10% of adults
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have diabetes, 50% of children live in SNAP eligible households,
and only 15% of adults eat the recommend amount of fresh fruits
and vegetables. Based on the USDA report The High Cost of
Poor Eating7 and adjusted for inflation, the economic impact
due to poor health in Floyd County is almost $6.5 million over a
generation.

I think that it is important to note that from Community Farm
Alliance’s perspective, the initial gaps between farmers growing
for local markets and commodity producers are not an “us versus
them” situation. Like so many times before, those with a special
interest in maintaining the status quo are working to divide
farmers, when in fact all farmers have much to gain.

Without affordable healthy foods available, people tend to
eat foods high in fats and sugars but low in nutrients. When faced
with the decision of how to spend very limited resources on food,
the options that win out most often are those most affordable,
filling and flavorful – highly processed and packed with calories.
Too often it is assumed this purchasing pattern results from
ignorance. In reality, this choice is the more rational due to
the many constraints faced by low-income consumers. In other
words, the short-term need beats the long-term need.

But what would it take to create the food system in fig. 3?
Despite the explosion of CSAs and farmers markets (Kentucky
farmers markets have doubled in the decade from 1998 to 2008
from 59 to 1208), so much more can be done to support those
markets. For instance, according to the Kentucky Department of
Agriculture, currently only 45 farmers’ markets, out of over 120,
across Kentucky accept WIC farmers’ market vouchers. Seven of
Eastern Kentucky Counties do not have a single farmers market.
Opening farmers markets at those seven locations could result,
by modest standards, in a direct increase in over $250,000 local
The consequences of this behavior are destructive to the lives
annual sales, almost a half a million dollars in increased local
of our most vulnerable citizens and perpetuate similar behavioral
income, and 30 new jobs. But just providing the universally
patterns in future generations. To
needed farmers market pavilion does
blame those who fall into the trap of
To blame those who fall into the not ensure a markets success. Lack
acting out these behavioral trends is
of a market manager, inability to
to misunderstand the situation. The trap of acting out these behavioral accept even credit/debit cards (let
real injustice lies in the fact that
alone food and nutrition electronic
trends is to misunderstand the
people are forced to make choices that
benefit transfer (EBT) cards) and
destroy their health and the health of situation. The real injustice lies in public education continue to plague
the fact that people are forced to most Kentucky farmers markets.
their children and future generations
because of structural problems within
make choices that destroy their
our food system. It is clear that our
CSAs and farmers markets
health and the health of their
current food system is failing us both
are extremely important for beginning
children and future generations
nutritionally and economically.
farmers who are not growing
commodity-based crops. These are
because of structural problems
However, the situation is not
the “gateway markets’ because they
within our food system.
completely hopeless. The barriers to
require minimal capital investment
healthy food choices, once identified,
and are “scalable,” allowing beginning
can be addressed. Two of the greatest of those barriers, the lack
farmers to gain both production and marketing experience. Such
of access and the affordability for low- income citizens to fresh
experience often allows these farmers to supply to restaurants
fruits and vegetables, can be significantly addressed through
that use, or feature locally grown farm products. As important
public policy.
as farmers markets and local restaurants have become to local
food farmers, they have also become a “glass ceiling.” As more
Opportunities and Challenges
farmers enter the local food system through farmers markets,
these markets have become more competitive closing avenues for
Local food has not only become “cool” and trendy but is also
farmers to expand.
making a significant economic impact. Like organic agriculture,
which was once considered a fringe and niche market, local
and regionally produced and marketed farm products can serve
to “expand the economic pie” for farmers and increase the
percentage of fresh food consumed. Consumers and farmers
alike would like to see a food system that looks like fig. 3, and
by doing so we would begin to reap the economic, health and
wealth creation benefits that come with it. While there remains
economic, sustainability, and nutrition issues at the right end
of the food system in fig. 3, a more localized system does not
eliminate commodity production nor markets because there are
benefits from this segment of the food system, namely in terms
of economy of scale and overall national food security.
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Marketing local food in rural communities remains a
challenge. CSAs work best in concentrated population centers
and with many rural people having large gardens, getting a
critical mass of farmers and consumers for a farmers market is
difficult. Institutional buying of Kentucky grown products is the
“middle market” that continues to evade many farmers because
they typically demand a greater, consistent supply of products.
Put another way, institutions want one truck coming once or
twice a week, and not a dozen pickup trucks every other day.
Kentucky has the largest developed state park system in
the country with 17 state resort parks (over half are in Eastern
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Kentucky). With each resort park purchasing an average of
almost a half a million dollars in food purchases a year and at
least one school district in every county, institutional food sales
are a huge potential market that could support the next level of a
local food system market development.
Food aggregators and distributers have been around for
over a hundred years (think of Sysco, Gordon, etc.), but those
that market locally grown food for local markets and include
traceability back to the originating farm are only a recent
development. Whether they are non-profit, for profit, a farmer
cooperative, or investor-owned, “food hubs’, as these local
aggregators have been dubbed, offer the solution to institutional
buying of “local food”. Kentucky Organic Growers and to a
certain extent Cumberland Farms were early Kentucky food
hubs. Today Grasshoppers, founded by CFA members, in
Louisville and Marksbury Farms, primarily a meat processor and
distributor in central Kentucky, are leading the next generation
of Kentucky food hubs. Many of CFA’s farmers are marketing
through both Grasshoppers and Marksbury Farms.
Figure 4.

Creating an aggregation and distribution system, for local
food or otherwise, requires a huge capital investment. It also
requires qualified professionals to market and manage the
operation. Many previous attempts in Kentucky and other states
have failed because of the lack of skilled management. Localizing
the far right of the food system obviously involves taking the
infrastructure necessary for institutional buying to the next level,
but by developing the capital, management and marketing needed
for institutional buying, it will set in motion what is needed to
reach those markets.

Public Policy is Key
Given the importance of food, it’s no wonder that public
policy has always played an important role. While there is little
opposition to the creation of local food systems, recognition that
food system development is legitimate economic development is
just beginning.
In May 2007, CFA members released Bridging the Divide:
Growing Self-Sufficiency in Our Food Supply, a community
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food assessment of Louisville. In 2010 the City of Louisville
received a $7.9 million CDC stimulus grant to address the needs
of underserved citizens in food deserts, marking the culmination
of seven years of CFA organizing and advocacy for this goal.
These two efforts have resulted in the creation, by former
Louisville Mayor and current Lt. Governor Jerry Abramson,
of the Louisville Food Policy Advisory Council with many of
the FPAC members belonging to CFA. Current Mayor Greg
Fischer’s election campaign included the economic development
potential of local food and his administration is following through
on that commitment.
Referring again to fig. 1, as we move from left to right,
public and private institutional policy plays a larger role in food
system support, but nonetheless policy still impacts all parts. But
even at the CSA level, the ability for food and nutrition program
(i.e. SNAP and WIC) participants to use their benefits through a
CSA is determined by program(s) policies. Policy implications
for the far right include a wide range of not only the Federal Farm
Bill but also, transportation, energy, foreign trade, land and water
rights, etc.
It is worth noting that half of the Federal Farm Bill with an
estimated five-year price tag of $300 billion, renewed every five
years and currently under debate in Congress, goes to 18 different
food and nutrition programs administrated at the state level.
Kentucky currently receives and disburses approximately $1.5
billion annually through 14 programs (fig. 4). CFA is currently
researching those programs to determine how they impact
or could impact local food system development. While more
research and communication is needed, there appears that many
of these programs are not collaborating or coordinating with each
other. As federal and state political pressure to scale back these
important programs increases, so does the need to make them
more efficient.
As mentioned before, institutional buying is the critical
component of expanding local food systems and the barriers to
local food in state institutions are primarily controlled by public
policy. CFA has worked hard in introducing and passing three
bills to “encourage” the state park system to purchase locally
grown farm products.
In an era where jobs are everything, it is a CFA priority to
move local food system development in the eyes of the public and
policy makers into the economic development arena. If local food
systems were systematically considered as such, then all of the
resources and support usually given to efforts such as industrial
recruitment would also be granted to food system development.
Given the many direct and indirect public policies that effect
food, what is obviously needed but not happening is the need
for a comprehensive policy and program approach. Food policy
councils serve that need, hence the creation of the Louisville
Food Policy Advisory Council and state food policy councils in
other cities and states such as the Florida and Oklahoma Food
Policy Councils. For that reason Community Farm Alliance is
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working with a diverse set of statewide collaborators with the
goal of bringing together what may become a state food policy
council.

Kentucky Needs More Farmers!
Despite all of the opportunities, barriers and challenges
noted above, the single biggest obstacle to local and regional
food systems in Kentucky is the fact that we need more farmers.
Farmers and ranchers constitute one of the most rapidly aging
workforces in the United States. While the average age of the
U.S. workforce is 39, the average age of all U.S. principal farm
operators is 55.3 (56.5 in Kentucky). The Agricultural Census
also showed that the number of full-time farmers in Kentucky
dropped from 54 percent in 2002 to 40 percent in 2007 and
though slower than the national average, Kentucky farms are
getting fewer and bigger.
The decline of tobacco farming in Kentucky could have
been devastating to farm loss but Kentucky’s Ag Development
Fund has been significantly slowing the loss of farmers, however
Kentucky is still losing farmers. Though Kentucky saw an
explosion of farmers markets from 1988 to 2008, at a recent
Kentucky Legislature interim Committee on AG meeting, the
Kentucky Department of Ag reported that the number of farmers
markets and participating farmers is now declining statewide,
primarily due to the age of farmers.
Maintaining a legacy on Kentucky farms has been a
fundamental issue for CFA. Ensuring farm profitability through
policy and program development has been a primary strategy
for CFA, the KADF and KDA, but even with continued success
that strategy alone is not enough. Despite the creation of new
and proven profitable farm models, Kentucky is not providing “a
pathway to the land” for the next generation. There remains huge
gaps in Kentucky’s capital, marketing, education and access to
land support for beginning farmers.
The decline of tobacco and the elimination of the tobacco
program has also created farms without farmers. CFA consistently
gets calls from families that have land, lost their tenant farmer
but wish to keep the land as an active farm. To address this
issue, Community Farm Alliance has created The Agriculture
Legacy Initiative, bringing together beginning farmers, hope-tobe farmers, landowners, and supportive agencies and institutions.
With a growing base of over 75 beginning farmers, this is one of
CFA’s most important and exciting program areas.

Conclusion
We are living in one of the most challenging times in
generations. Perhaps not since the Great Depression has there
been such widespread economic uncertainty. Our planet now has
over 7 billion people, most of whom are living in the developing
world where they spend 50% of their income on food, and are
experiencing rising food prices and inflation. Today agriculture
is at the intersection of many, if not all, of the major issues of
Fall/Winter 2013

our day with “peak” fossil fuels, climate change, dwindling fresh
water supplies, and what many people are suggesting as “peak
food.” Agriculture is no doubt part of the problem, but farmers
can provide significant answers to the problems of food security
and accessibility, environmental and personal health, and energy.

4

Market Forces: Creating Jobs through Public Investment
in Local and Regional Food Systems, Jeffrey K. O’Hara,
Union of Concern Scientists, August 2011, http://www.
ucsusa.org/food_and_agriculture/solutions/big_picture_
solutions/market-forces.html

Local and regional food systems offer an enormous potential
for creating new economic development, addressing individual
and community health issues, and creating local wealth. They
also can significantly contribute to greater food security in
the face of economic and natural disasters, and provide the
desperately needed “resettling9” of America.
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Direct and Intermediated Marketing of Local Foods in
the United States, Sarah Low and Stephen Vogel, USDA
Economic Research Service Economic Research Report
No. (ERR-128) , November 2011, http://www.ers.usda.gov/
publications/err-economic-research-report/err128.aspx
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The State of Food: A Snapshot of Food Access in
Louisville, Kate Geronemus, 2010, http://www.
hungercenter.org/publications/the-state-of-food-a-snapshotof-food-access-in-louisville/
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High Costs Of Poor Eating Patterns In the United States.
Elizabeth Frazão, Agriculture Information Bulletin
No. (AIB-750), May 1999, http://www.ers.usda.gov/
publications/aib-agricultural-information-bulletin/aib750.
aspx
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According the Kentucky Department of Agriculture annual
reports, http://www.kyagr.com/marketing/farmmarket/
index.htm
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I would like to credit Marry Berry Smith for introducing
to me the term of “resettling.” In an obvious reference to
her father Wendell’s book The Unsettling of America,
resettling is exactly what America needs to ensure the
proper stewardship of our land, water, air and biodiversity
– a philosophy that Wendell espouses and is shared by CFA
members.

The creation of local and regional food systems requires
foremost, more farmers, and with them, the infrastructure,
capitalization and market development that supports them. Local
and regional food systems also must include across the board
equity and parity for farmers and consumers alike. “Everybody
Eats” is a phrase that CFA members use a lot because it underlines
the fact that nobody is immune from where and how we get our
food, and the public policies that determine the answers. As a
nation and as a state, especially in a time of contracting resources,
we must take a holistic and comprehensive approach to reach the
potential that local and regional food systems promise.
A graduate of UK’s College of Architecture, Martin Richards
has farmed his family’s land in Woodford County, been a partner in
Prajna Design/Construction, and most recently was the economic
development organizer for Kentuckians for the Commonwealth,
working on energy and sustainability issues. Martin has been an
active member of CFA for 17 years, serving as the CFA President
in 1998. He was the first CFA Fellow during the passage of HB
611 that created the Kentucky Agricultural Development Fund.
Martin became the director of CFA in November of 2010.

References
1

Is Local Food Affordable for Ordinary Folks? A
Comparison of Farmers Markets and Supermarkets
in Nineteen Communities in the Southeast?, Anthony
Flaccavento, SCALE, Inc., November 1st, 2011, http://
www.ruralscale.com/resources/downloads/farmers-marketstudy.pdf

2

http://communityfarmalliance.org/Bringing%20KY%20
Home.pdf

3

Local Food Systems: Concepts, Impacts, and Issues,
Stephen Martinez and others, USDA Economic Research
Service Economic Research Report No. (ERR-97), May
2010, http://www.ers.usda.gov/publications/err-economicresearch-report/err97.aspx

Fall/Winter 2013

17

