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ISSUE
When the COVID-19 pandemic struck, regional
small grain value chains across the country were
affected. Wholesale and consumer purchases of
artisan baked goods plummeted as Americans
stayed home and isolated. This created negative
downstream effects on local bakeries, mills, and
farmers as consumers increased grocery
purchases, while baking bread and pastries at
home. This new exploration in home baking,
coupled with a loss of wholesale accounts,
threatened the existence of many local bakeries
and led to uncertainty for farmers and regional
grain mills. The combination of a pandemic and
increased grocery purchasing led to job loss,
empty shelves and an increasing demand on food
pantries.
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Neighbor Loaves
OUTCOME
The impact of the Neighbor Loaves program has
allowed more than 20 artisan bakeries to retain their
staff and replace some of the revenue lost from
stagnant wholesale accounts. The use of local flour has
helped to bolster the sales of small-scale regional
millers, while providing more certainty to small grain
farmers. On top of these positive outcomes, more than
15,000 loaves of bread have been purchased by
consumers and donated to regional food pantries.
Feedback from participants in the Neighbor Loaves
program suggest that it has resulted in a more resilient,
connected, and supportive value chain.

INNOVATION
Out of these disruptions in supply and demand
the idea of Neighbor Loaves was born. Artisan
Grain Collaborative, a collective of Mid-Western
bakers, chefs, millers, farmers and more, saw an
opportunity to support those struggling with the
loss of wholesale accounts while also helping
community
feeding
organizations
meet
increasing demand. With some variation across
communities, through Neighbor Loaves programs,
bakeries offer whole wheat sandwich loaves
containing at least 50% local grain that their
customers can donate by paying the regular retail
price either at a retail location or through an
online store. Recipes for these loaves are based
on the Approachable Loaf initiative spearheaded
by Washington State University's Bread Lab. The
bakeries then distribute these Neighbor Loaves
to community feeding organizations to help
neighbors in need while also generating a key
source of revenue for bakeries hard hit by
pandemic market disruptions and continuing to
build markets for local grains. The success of
their work inspired small grain communities
across the country to band together to bring
bread to the people.

Regional small grain value chains link local
farmers, regional mills, and artisan bakers to
consumers looking to support local food systems.
Through the rise in popularity of artisan baking
and craft brewing, the sector has enjoyed
significant growth in the past decade. Identifying
as ‘non-commodity’, these value chains prioritize
diversified and regionalized markets, high quality
grains, long term relationships between
stakeholders, fair pricing, and skilled labor. The
result is fresh, stone-milled specialty grain
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products that artisan bakers can then turn into
crackling loaves of bread and luscious baked
goods and pastries, while supporting local
farmers.
In the spring of 2020, when the COVID-19
pandemic hit America’s shores, these small value
chains faced uncertainty and lost revenue.
Overnight, artisan bakeries that had worked years
to market their products to local restaurants,
institutions, and other wholesale accounts saw
these regular purchases disappear. At the same
time consumers increased grocery purchases,
hoarded flour and bread, and left supermarket
shelves empty.
Consumers, finding themselves at home with
pounds of flour (if they could find it), turned to

“It was clear to me that
there was an opportunity
for bakeries and
community feeding
organizations, groups that
may not often
communicate or partner, to
combine forces and jointly
solve their unique but
related problems,”
Alyssa Hartman, Executive Director of
AGC. This clarity led Hartman to the idea
of Neighbor Loaves.

home baking. The move to home baking resulted
in a decrease in retail sails, coupled with the loss
of wholesale accounts (e.g. restaurants), meant
many bakeries faced closure.
Faced with these challenges, networks of small
grain stakeholders leveraged their existing
relationships to support each other and the
communities they serve. Artisan Grain
Collaborative (AGC), a collective of bakers, chefs,

millers, and farmers that works across the Upper
Midwest to create a robust market for small
grains, saw that the farms, businesses,
organizations, and communities they support
were in need.
Pulling from the increased presence and success
of online sales that came with social distancing,
Neighbor Loaves were designed to be added to a
bakery's online sales platform. Participating
bakeries would produce sandwich loaves with at
least 50% local grain and offer them to customers
to purchase for donation to a local emergency
food organization. "Each Neighbor Loaf is
donated to a food pantry or community
organization the bakery is partnered with, and
distributed from there to community members
that need bread,” said Hartman.
Inspired by their bread baking colleagues and
the collaborative, ‘open-source’ ethos of the noncommodity grain community, similar programs
sprung up across the country, including a parallel
program with members of the Northeast
Grainshed. In Washington state, a community
supported bread (CSB) program was launched by
Finn River farm in partnership with a non-profit
called Community Wellness Project, local
schools, and Pane D’Amore. “We were inspired
by CSA models and saw that with disruption to
supply chains, we needed community-based
models for getting food directly to the people- to
both support localized food systems and to make
sure people get fed well!” said Keith Kisler of Finn
River Farm. In this variation, when customers at
the Pane D’Amore bakery purchase a Neighbor
Loaf, they take one home to enjoy and another is
donated to local emergency feeding initiatives
including distribution through local school
districts.
The CSB program was supported by technical
assistance from Washington State University’s
Bread Lab, including the development of a kid2

Requirements for Neighbor Loaves
Must use 50% local grain
Sold at bakeries' standard retail price to cover
costs and support bakery
Donated to local food pantry or community
feeding organization

Neighbor Loaf from participating bakery,
Publican Quality Bread

friendly whole wheat sandwich loaf recipe for use
by the local school district. In partnership with
King Arthur Baking Company of Vermont, the
Bread Lab has given away 6,000 loaves of bread
during the pandemic. King Arthur has also
worked with local bakeries across the country to
purchase and donate over 11,000 loaves and
baked goods to their local communities.
The Neighbor Loaves program has led ACG to
think about exploring similar creative initiatives
that build upon the relationships
of their
members. In recognition of the need for
culturally relevant foods in the emergency food
system and in support of tortillerias and noncommodity corn producers, the Tortillas
Communitarias initiative was launched by
Tortilleria Zepeda in Lone Rock, Wisconsin in
partnership with a local meal kit and retail
business Pasture and Plenty. Customers purchase
12 packs of fresh tortillas made from locally
grown and processed corn masa that are donated
to local food banks.
As with any new program there were
challenges. Some bakeries were experimenting
with online sales to consumers for the first time,
while some had no connections to regional mills
and community feeding organizations. While the
purchase and set up of the online membership
management systems and sales platform was a big

lift, the pivot from wholesale to direct to
consumer sales kept the small grain and bakery
network afloat. All of this was happening while
the reality of pandemic -life set in. It was here
that the non-commodity grain community’s
previously established relationships up and down
the value chain came in handy.
For example, AGC was able to connect
consumers to bakeries and bakeries to online sales
systems and food pantries, all while
strengthening relationships with regional mills
and providing a wholesome product to those in
need. “I think it would have been difficult
without this preexisting network and the trustbased relationships within it,” said Hartman.

Building Better Beyond

Opportunities and Considerations

The pandemic has proven that regional small
grain value chains are resilient and nimble,
enabling them to be able to respond to their
communities’
needs.
Though
successful,
Hartman believes the future of the Neighbor
Loaves program faces some challenges. As the
pandemic drags on there are many worthy causes
for Americans to support. She adds, “it is clear
that initiatives like these that link regenerative
agriculture, small local businesses, and social
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services [need to have] more institutionalized
support through policy with local, state, and
federal funding and/or tax incentives attached to
it to ensure greater longevity and sustainability.”

This innovation brief was created in fulfillment of
a cooperative research agreement between the
Marketing Services Division of the Agricultural
Marketing Service of the United States
Department of Agriculture (USDA AMS), the
University of Kentucky, Colorado State
University and Penn State University.

Thanks for reading!
For more information and resources on Local
and Regional Food Systems Response to COVID:
Building
Better
Beyond,
visit:
https://lfscovid.localfoodeconomics.com/
where you can sign up for our project listserv,
read other innovation briefs, and check out
resources put forth by other sectors of the local
and regional food system.
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