LOCAL FOOD SYSTEMS RESPONSE TO COVID

Building Better Beyond Webinar Series

Retaining and Engaging New Local Customers
Webinar Highlights

Market closures due to COVID-19 caused manydisruptions across the food system. However, in
many casesthese disruptions have ledtonew customersoflocal and regional market channels. At
the same time, tensions have proliferated as, for example, producers have wanted to reward long-
term customer loyalty while also serving new customers, or there has been increased interest in
engaging BIPOC (black, indigenous and people of color) businesses without an understanding of
the type of commitment required. This panel answered the question “How can the local and
regional food sector work to ensure these customers continue to select these markets?” Panelists
discussed how somefarmers and agri-food businesses plan to address these tensions, retain these
new customers, reward loyal customers, and support sustainable business enterprises.
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In both the local seafood and agri-tourism sectors there was a rapid mobilization of digital
infrastructure in order to cope with the surge in demand for local and regional food in the
beginning of the pandemic. This new infrastructure was a “digital duct tape” that allowed
producers to sell directly to consumers amid fears of in person. There was also an increase in
aggregation of products available in these online stores in order to both provide new markets for
producers and engage new customers with a one-stop grocery store like selection.

One of the pitfalls with online stores is the way the platforms limit equity and access to locally
produced goods. People without access to internet or credit cards, or those who rely on
governmental nutrition assistance programs are often barred from online spaces. Similarly, often
rural areas are limited in their access to online ordering where consumers are outside of delivery
areas or lack access to public or private transit to pick up locations.

As the months passed and the pandemic normalized online ordering dwindled as people
became more comfortable shopping in person at grocery stores. It is hard to know how online
ordering will persist considering this normalization. Despite the post-peak decline in online
ordering, engaging multiple producers in a local market that has the convenience of a conventional
grocery store still seems like a good business model to retain consumers. When the pandemic is
over and people’s lives are once again busy, the ability to purchase local and regionally produced
food in one place, rather than ordering from several places, is appealing.

Collaboration and cooperation have played a key role in filling the gaps in infrastructure,
processing, and access to markets that already existed but worsened in response to COVID. When
meat became scarce in mainstream grocery stores for example, partnerships within local food
sectors provided the public with locally sourced meat.

In this moment of a global pandemic and increased national awareness of the position of black,
indigenous, and people of color in society there has been an increase in the desire to support
BIPOC farmers. The best way to support these farmers is through consistent, non-performative
patronage because of the quality of their product and not just for a photo opp. or to say, “l support
black/brown farmers.”

One of the important ways local food has been able to engage new customers during this
pandemic is by recognizing the role the outdoors has filled in consumers’ mental health. U-pick and
agri-tourism farms had success in opening their facilities early in the season and letting people
walk around for free in the off season. Similarly, quickly adapting individual farm retail spaces to
grocery stores that provide more options through partnerships with other producers where people
could safely get groceries and take a walk around the farm satisfied concerns about the safety of
traditional grocery stores. These spaces also support direct connections between producers and
consumers, providing psychological nourishment in a time of isolation.

The pivots and restrictions needed to provide a safe environment for customers had the
surprising benefit of supporting the mental health of producers as well. The connections between
producers through aggregation create a community of support. Tall Grass Food Box out of North



Carolina is a black farmer CSA aggregate network. It has been very successful, and provides
emotional support to participating farmers (see )-

Additionally, the regulations for social distancing introduced on farms limited the number of
people on the farm. Some farms instituted new ticketing systems to ensure they were adhering to
these regulations and found that this new limitation on customers actually increased the
enjoyment of the experience for both customers and staff. La Ferme Quinn began closing a day of
the week to give a break to staff and it was much more sustainable. The centering of mental health
and wellbeing during this time has so drastically improved quality of life for farm staff that they are
now re-evaluating what they want the farm to look like once COVID is over.

In concluding the webinar panelists considered how to transform “local food” from the special
thing we do to just the thing we do. Panelists discussed the connection of national economic
shocks with a consumer pivot toward buying local. When economic shocks like September eleventh
and the 2008/2010 housing crash happened there was also a pivot back to local food. Panelists
discussed how we can either accept the cycle or work to break the cycle by normalizing local food
through increasing access and availability across our communities and maintaining consistent
public engagement.

The panelists discussed the role of education in this normalization process. They specifically
discussed the need to manage expectations of new customers, familiarize consumers with new
foods, and explain how local food works. Year-round availability of all foods in conventional
grocery stores has distorted many community members’ understandings of food. Many new
customers new to local food systems don't understand seasonality, how long it takes to grow and
raise food, how farmers plan for upcoming seasons or how food pricing happens. Engaging and
retaining new customers in the long term and on a large scale will mean educating consumers
about the possibilities of local food and building sincere and sustained connections across our
communities.
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