
Support the local/regional food system and the people that are already adapting in the
pandemic times. 
Leverage the diversity of the local regional food system sector and how they innovate.
Capture the financial and non-financial impacts of COVID-19 on the local/regional food system
to help inform individuals who are doing the work and inform USDA so that programs and
policies can be adapted. 
Foster cross-sector collaboration across different market channels from different individual
stakeholder groups.
Educate individuals about USDA programs, technical assistance, and resources that are
available and educate the USDA about the challenges and needs facing the local/regional food
system.

Overview
In this webinar, panelists from the USDA came together to discuss next steps in supporting the
development and growth of the local food sector. This was the last webinar in the eight-month
series “Examining the Pandemic Impacts on Local and Regional Food Systems.” The purpose of this
project was to assess the response of local and regional food systems and understand their
resilience in the face of the pandemic. This work was done collaboratively by the University of
Kentucky, Penn State University, Colorado State University, USDA AMS, and 17 different community
of practice coordinating organizations. 

Speakers
Ken Keck, Director, USDA-AMS Local Food Research & Development
Mae Wu, Deputy Under Secretary of Marketing and Regulatory Programs
JuliAnna Arnett, Local and Regional Food Systems Senior Marketing Specialist
Samantha Shaffstall, Agricultural Marketing Specialist

Highlights
During this webinar, three local and regional food leaders at USDA spoke to what USDA is doing to
strengthen local and regional supply chains. The aim of this webinar was to provide USDA’s
perspective on how stories and data help to inform local and regional policy as well as help inform
what steps to take when the next unknown shock to the system hits. 

Project Overview  
 Samantha Schaffstall gave an overview of how the Local/Regional Food System Response to
COVID-19 project was designed and the overarching project vision. Through a cooperative research
agreement with different universities and partner organizations, the goals of the project were to: 
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By partnering with 17 organizations representing different stakeholder groups and market
channels, the project focused on listening to the needs and experiences of those working on the
ground in the throngs of the COVID-19 pandemic. Through various approaches, the project learned
of challenges that groups were facing, innovations taking shape, what policies and programs were
useful, and resource/technical assistance/funding needs. Through cross-sector learning and
sharing, a resource hub was created to serve as an easy to manage place to gather information.
Additional project outputs like Innovation Briefs, Impact Assessments, and Consumer Survey
Insights can all be found on the project website. Samantha Schaffstall gave insight into the future
of this project, acknowledging that there is still work to do specifically when it comes to network
building, technical assistance, and research. 

This project differs from prior agricultural marketing service work because of the size, the number
of diverse partners, and the high level of flexibility that is uncommon within federally funded
projects. Samantha Schaffstall stated, “Having the ability to iterate and to adapt to the actual needs
of the people you're trying to serve, putting mission first is the better way to go about it if you're
really trying to create things that are going to be of best use to the stakeholders you're trying to
serve.”

Connecting with Communities 
Deputy Under Secretary Mae Wu acknowledged that the last year was tough for local and regional
food systems as producers faced market disruptions and loss of revenue streams. While there
have been innovations and adaptations such as online markets and contactless delivery, farmers
still face many barriers to access these innovations. Deputy Under Secretary Wu noted that one
hope for the future is for local and regional food enterprises to significantly increase the scale and
scope of their markets. When speaking to the importance of just and resilient food systems she
stated, “working together to build a healthier, a more equitable, sustainable, and resilient food
system is really a top priority for the administration and for those of us in marketing and
regulatory programs.” 

Deputy Under Secretary Wu highlighted recent funding announcements and opportunities from
USDA. This included Specialty Crop Block Grants and grants to develop and coordinate direct
producer to consumer marketing, local and regional food markets, and local food enterprises. She
put emphasis on USDA AMS’s desire for these grant opportunities to reach and serve small scale
and/or new/beginning farmers and ranchers, and other socially disadvantaged producers. Also
mentioned was the upcoming announcement of a new dairy business innovation opportunity with
aims of diversifying dairy markets and encouraging the use of regional milk production.  

JuliAnna Arnett explained that the USDA also houses an interagency working group that is
coordinating the expansion of local and regional food systems within communities. This working
group focuses on two primary goals: 1) increasing the coordination of employees across all agency
offices; 2) increasing agency knowledge of local and regional food activities within the USDA and at
large. Working group meetings are used to ensure that USDA hears from on-the-ground
communities working on local and regional food systems issues. JuliAnna Arnett stressed that the 
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USDA is focused on expanding local and regional food systems work that addresses equity in a
comprehensive way. 

Building on Learnings from the Past Year 
Speakers in this webinar described how USDA AMS responded to lessons learned over the course
of this project. As Ken Keck explained, “findings from [this project] show that local and regional
food systems have proven their ability to respond and adapt in times of crisis thanks to diverse
value chains and rich collaborative networks.” 

When thinking about how pandemic recovery has been a core focus of the Biden administration,
and how local and regional food fits into this conversation, Deputy Under Secretary Wu
emphasized that the goal is to take what was learned during the pandemic and rebuild the food
system into something that is more resilient and prepared for the next crisis. She asked, “How can
USDA put rural America at the heart of these solutions? How can [solutions] be part of reducing
our carbon footprint?” Drawing the link between nutrition and food security, Deputy Under
Secretary Wu spoke to how important local access to healthy foods is for nutrition. Critical aspects
of this local/regional food security link are innovations such as delivery to schools by local
producers and connecting local producers with food banks. 

Within the USDA, JuliAnna Arnett is working to bring agencies and offices together around
“strategic planning around local and regional food systems” to clearly articulate goals within and
outside the agency. One aspect of this is using data to determine how to track and communicate
how USDA resources are reaching and impacting communities. 

With eyes on the second iteration of this project, USDA AMS wants to ensure that the project is
representative of the types of people that do local and regional food systems work on the ground.
And while the project first focused on high-level national organizations, project team members
realized this high-level framing does not speak to geographically specific understandings such as
those of fisheries in the Pacific Northwest or Black farmers in North Carolina. These regional
differences, and the experiences of those who have been disproportionately negatively impacted,
will be top of mind in future iterations of this project and when thinking through building a
network of networks. 

Looking Ahead 
Building on this project’s listening sessions, Deputy Under Secretary Wu spoke about the USDA’s
work to integrate lessons learned into existing programs. For instance, revising programs so they
support local and regional producers who have been historically disadvantaged and being attune
to regional differences so there is more culturally appropriate food on a state-by-state basis.
Moving forward, the agency plans to prioritize program support for local and regional food
systems and families in need, not one or the other.

As panelists discussed, USDA AMS hopes to increase the distribution of its funding – specifically to
black, indigenous, people of color, rural and other underserved communities. When thinking about
local and regional food systems, USDA AMS has moved beyond solely thinking about economics to 



consider sustainability, health, and equity because food systems do not exist in a silo. Central to
this is the importance of strong networks that work within and across food systems sectors to
build resiliency. Panelists also emphasized the importance of stories and storytelling in addition to
data and metrics work.  

Central to USDA AMS’s future work is the emphasis on talking with the farmers, ranchers, and
fishers their work aims to support. As Samantha Schaffstall stated, “We can’t decide what’s best for
them, we have to learn from them” to move along the path towards resilient and equitable local
and regional food systems. 

Deputy Under Secretary Wu concluded the webinar by encouraging the audience to reach out to
USDA AMS and share experiences, ideas, comments, and suggestions so that they can work
towards building a “better, transformed food system.” 

Project Team


