
Overview
This webinar focused on identifying lessons learned during the COVID-19 pandemic and
simultaneous crises and how local and regional food system leaders are translating them into
intentional and collaborative strategies for supporting recovery and fostering equitable
approaches to resilience across sectors. Panelists answered the questions, “Can you share an
example of when you realized that things within your sector were never going to be the same?
What relationships were key in your sector’s ability to adapt? What questions do we still need to
explore, or what lessons have we yet to learn as a Local and Regional Food System community?”

Facilitator
Lilian Brislen, Colorado State University Food System Institute for Engagement, Research and
Learning 
Panelists
Roberto Meza, East Denver Food Hub and Emerald Gardens
Stuart Reid, Food Co-op Initiative
Sarah Elliott, Sift Consulting
Sommer Sibilly-Brown, Virgin Islands Good Food Coalition

During this webinar, local and regional food systems sector leaders spoke to how they are using
lessons learned throughout the pandemic to think about preparing for and navigating the next
disruption while also addressing underlying structural vulnerabilities and inequalities that inhibit
equity across our food system. It focuses especially on using the pandemic and social disasters to
identify the strengths and weaknesses of local and regional food systems and develop short-term,
mid-term, and long-term strategies for fostering equitable resilience. 

The webinar began with an introduction by Christina Conell of the USDA Agricultural Marketing
Service (USDA AMS) who emphasized this project’s ability to make connections between USDA AMS
and local and regional food systems stakeholders and learn directly from communities who have
been impacted by food systems disruptions to inform strategies, policies, and funding
opportunities. The webinar facilitator, Dr. Lilian Brislen (Colorado State), then provided a brief
overview of the project, an explanation of which can be found by watching this short video.
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INTRODUCTIONS
Each participant was asked to introduce themselves and provide an example of when they realized things
within their sector were never going to be the same post COVID-19.

Sarah Elliott: During the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic Sarah served as the manager of the Dane
County Farmers Market, the largest producer-only market in the United States. Sarah explained that the
Dane County Farmers Market has over 200 members and hosts markets year-round with their flagship
market in Madison, WI welcoming 10,000-20,000 customers on an average Saturday. When the pandemic hit
in March 2020, the market was still in its indoor market season and steps were immediately taken to
mitigate public health risk. Sarah explained that the indoor market was closed, and they began piloting a
pre-order, drive-through pickup market. While there was initial customer interest in the pickup model, a
better system, and a space more conducive to this new market format was needed. Therefore, Sarah and
the Dane County Farmers Market team worked with the county to secure a large outdoor space at the arena
in downtown Madison, WI. Additionally, they partnered with an online marketing platform to provide
customers the option to pre-order. 

Sarah told the story of how the first time the pre-order system was live, they had to close the online store
down early because there was so much customer interest, and the pickup logistics were not streamlined
causing traffic jams when combined with the large amount of people interested in shopping in person at the
farmers at the market. She stated, “This was an ah-ha moment that the silver lining of the pandemic is that
there is an opportunity for local and regional food systems to step up to the plate and show that the
farmers market is not just a big event on Saturdays. That we can actually be your source for groceries and
not just the seasonal fruits and vegetables that we all talk about being associated with farmers markets but
also meats and grains and cheese.” This exemplified the notion that farmers markets could really be the
source of food procurement in a moment where foods were not being stocked on grocery store shelves and
where customers did not feel safe shopping indoor or in small spaces. 

Sarah concluded by explaining that the Dane County Farmers Market quickly improved their pickup systems
and that the COVID-19 pandemic provided markets with an opportunity to shine, proving that they could
feed their communities and develop the mid-level infrastructure to make effective distribution that makes
this possible.
 

Roberto Meza: As the co-founder and farmer of Emerald Gardens in Colorado, Roberto explained that since
the farm’s founding in 2017, it has had good success engaging with farmers markets in the Denver metro
area, restaurants, and getting their products into local food centric grocery stores. However, in early 2020,
the farm was already struggling due to the closing and bankruptcy of one of their major grocery store
partners and in March lost their restaurant partners to COVID-19 shutdowns as well.

Not knowing if their farm was going to make it, Roberto explained how they leaned on relationships and
connections he had cultivated with food access organizations, food pantries, food banks, and nonprofits
supplying them with year-round access to the leafy greens, microgreens, and herbs. This offered Emerald
Gardens a potential to pivot to meet the immediate need in the increase in food insecurity brought on by
the pandemic but also leverage local partners through procurement initiatives. Roberto explained how the
role of the farm shifted to being a network builder so that they could help provide a “diversity of food to
those who need it most.” 

Noting that this network of communities connecting with their farmers is the cornerstone of resilience,
Roberto emphasized how important relationships are in face of crisis. Recognizing the importance of
partnerships and social relationships led to the opening of the East Denver Food Hub which is a social
enterprise focused on connecting farmers to markets through distribution and marketing services and is
grounded in values like economic justice, environmental stewardship, agricultural worker dignity, and



animal welfare. Roberto noted, “we see this as an example of what we hope to see transformed in our food
system. We need a complete revolution of the values that underpin the food economy…we don’t want to
build a business from food insecurity, we want to end it. So, addressing that immediate need allowed us to
create a prototype and understand the mechanics of aggregating and distributing food as we begin a long-
term plan to leverage purchasing power from our local institutions to be major players in developing
equitable food systems.” Roberto concluded by emphasizing how challenging it is to shift the narrative
around food access and equity within supply chain discussions. 

Stuart Reid: As director of the national nonprofit, Food Co-Op Initiative, Stuart and his team help
communities start new food co-ops. Stuart shared that as of January 2022, Food Co-op Initiative was
working with more than 90 groups on getting their co-ops up and running and was receiving 2 to 3 new
inquiries a week. This is an increase from the last year as the popularity of food co-ops has risen because of
their ability to serve as community-based food providers. As Stuart stated, “They connect the consumer to
the farmer, they connect the health needs of the community to the people that can help through food or
through educational outreach. So, co-ops have really shone during COVID.” 

Stuart described two moments when he knew his sector would be changed forever because of the COVID-
19 pandemic. The first was when they held their last in-person conference just as the pandemic was coming
to national attention. The second being the large number of questions that came in from co-op startups
about how to organize and keep going amid pandemic shutdowns. Stuart noted that in response, his
organization hosted a series of live webinars and highlighted case studies to get people inspired in the
various ways they could move forward with their co-op despite lockdowns. For instance, some co-ops were
contracted to provide food to those that were food insecure in their communities – distributing hundreds of
boxes of food at low or no cost. Another example was co-ops who set up calling trees so they could check in
with members and ensure community well-being. Stuart explained how it was the mature co-ops that paved
the way in requiring strong safety protocols and public health requirements ahead of large supermarkets
which helped to ensure they retained their business. 

Speaking to the ability of co-ops to maintain stock differently than large supermarkets, Stuart noted that this
was because co-op inventory came from a decentralized distribution chain made up of local producers.
Highlighting the importance of local relationships in the co-op space Stuart concluded, “they are working
with people they know. They’re also working with local farmers who may have had contracts or expectations
to sell through food service outlets, through restaurants, that had extra product and co-ops were able to
buy a lot of that extra product. We saw a dramatic growth of ownerships in these co-ops during COVID… it
has continued to emphasize the role that community-based organizations whose priorities are the health
and well-being of all stakeholders in the community. It makes such a difference and it’s such a different
economic model for our times.” 

Sommer Sibilly-Brown: Founder and director of Virgin Islands Good Food Coalition, Sommer began by
emphasizing that her work is to make the food systems challenges of small, unincorporated territories
visible. Differing from the other panelists, Sommer explained that there was not a moment when she knew
things had changed because the COVID-19 pandemic was a continuation of a string of disruptions that go
back to 2017 and the aftermath of Hurricane Maria. Since 2017, the Virgin Islands has been living with the
very visible presence of what does not work in a food system. For example, Sommer explained how they
import 98% of their food, making the Virgin Islands a “very food insecure place.” The Virgin Islands are at the
very end of a food chain because all food arrives by ship. Discussing the supply chain, Sommer noted, “This
broken supply chain that other places were realizing and innovating around has been my reality for 43
years. So, I was like ‘oh the rest of the world has joined us.’ Maybe now we can have some commonality in a
conversation.” 



Lacking aggregation centers, food hubs, co-ops, or thousands of people to attend farmers markets, the
Virgin Islands must navigate disruption differently than communities in the contiguous U.S.. Sommer
emphasized the importance of scale especially as it relates to federal programs meant to assist farmers,
fishers, and ranchers. These federal relief opportunities did not fit the scale of small or large farmers in the
Virgin Islands or match their need. While the process of disruption response has been “meaningful and
helpful for many,” Sommer pushed us to ask the question, “who are the invisible.” This is because resilient
food systems are predicated on readiness. She further stated, “if you bring help to community that doesn’t
have the mechanisms to take advantage of it, is that really helpful? That’s been the case for the Virgin
Islands. A lot of the interventions aren’t helpful because my community prior to the disaster did not have
the readiness to be able to pivot.” 

HIGHLIGHTS
Taking Stock of Lessons Learned 
It is not a question of if another food systems disruption will happen but when. Consequently, it is
important to take experiences from the early days of the pandemic and discuss how to best use the lessons
learned to strengthen our understanding of resilience and readiness. Throughout the course of the COVID-
19 pandemic, we have seen a booming interest in various food systems spaces such as co-ops, CSAs, and
the continued infusion of cash into the food security space. As this webinar explained, some of the true
successes of the increased attention in these spaces has been a proliferation of relationship building across
food systems stakeholders. When the pandemic hit, producers immediately pivoted to fight to survive. Now,
almost two years into the pandemic, it is time to take a step back and examine if reactive, survival measures
like launching online platforms, re-architecting produce delivery, creating drive-through markets, and
establishing aggregation centers are sustainable and what the ongoing costs to farmers will be. Panelists
discussed how these analyses need to be made on the individual farm level but those in support roles can
develop tools and resources to help farmers best understand the implications of their business shifts. It was
also mentioned that producers need to analyze if their pivots were beneficial to them and whether they
would gain from training on how to ensure they were able to make valuable pivots in a short response cycle.
This would ensure producers could increase efficiency and lower costs while rapidly responding to an
emergency or disruption. 

For co-ops, food access demands are the primary growth driver. Within small rural communities, grocery
stores are social and business hubs that serve a central role. In urban areas that have historically been
disenfranchised, Stuart Reid noted that the confluence of COVID-19 and racial reckonings have driven
interest in co-ops from black communities. On this note, Stuart stated, “we have gotten a tremendous
number of inquiries from the recognition that we need to take care of ourselves, we’re not being taken care
of.” Touching on the importance of relationships mentioned by Sarah Elliott, Stuart discussed how co-ops
are part of a larger cross-sector network of support through various national organizations such as National
Co+op Grocers and the National Cooperative Business Association. Despite the growth in interest in co-ops
during the pandemic, co-ops still represent only a tiny portion of the grocery industry and there needs to be
increased marketing around the benefits of cooperative economics. 

Towards a More Equitable and Resilient Future 
A significant portion of the webinar was spent discussing how to foster equitable resilience. Panelists built
on Sommer’s notion of invisibility and related the notion to the fact that the complexities and injustices of
the food system are invisible when looking at products on supermarket shelves. COVID-19 illuminated the
labor, injustice, and human experience that are behind the products on shelves. Roberto Meza discussed
that we are not only in a process of analyzing the pivots that occurred but are also in the process of
understanding and demystifying food systems to highlight how they work, the mechanisms of power
involved, and the historic and economic processes undergirding local and regional foods.



One aspect of the ‘new normal’ is the reinvention of how we talk about the systems, actions, and processes
of local and regional food systems. 

Another facet in the ‘new normal’ conversation is the convergence of climate induced disasters and public
health crises and what that means for emergency response. Sommer Sibilly-Brown talked about what it
means to lose physical infrastructure from environmental disruptions like hurricanes, earthquakes, and
tornados versus the creeping impacts of a pandemic like COVID-19. When climate disasters occur, people
must recuperate their basics – their shelter, water, personal safety – and the physical impacts means things
must be rebuilt and replanted. It is visually noticeable that a disaster hit. However, with COVID-19, the signs
of disruption look different – infrastructure is still in place, crops are still growing. Because of these
differences in physical impact, Sommer notes that disasters like COVID-19 should be easier to manage and
respond to more quickly. 

The creeping impacts of COVID-19 exacerbated issues already being felt amid simultaneous climate
disasters. Whether they be hurricanes, earthquakes, wildfires, or snowstorms, every region is facing climate
change-related events. Sommer noted, “When you add on top of that a pandemic which is a health disaster
which is causing an economic disaster, and you’re still preparing for hurricane season, there is this level of
stress that people within the food system, specifically producers…it is a justice issue, it’s an environmental
issue.”    

The specificity of place informs emergency response and action. However, building connections outside the
disaster-hit region that can assist with bringing resources, knowledge, or support during an emergency is
one way to temper potential crises in the future. The strengths of local and regional food systems help to
combine these two facets to build resilient networks and make the invisible, visible. 

Relationships are a core part of supporting recovery and fostering equitable approaches to resilience across
sectors. Sarah stated, “relationships are what are getting our communities through the pandemic and
certainly what’s getting our farmers through the pandemic.” To build stronger relationships, work needs to
be done to break down the silos between food systems sectors. When the pandemic hit, cross sectoral
conversations were forced to happen, but Sarah mentioned that she thought this was reactive and a result
of a panicked need to respond. In the future, it is necessary that cross sectoral conversations are not only
reactive and instead are proactively sustained in both times of crisis and times of calm. Roberto built on the
importance of relationships and brought up the idea of a hub of hubs that enables food to travel efficiently
in a way that meets the needs of every community. 

Thinking towards the future, Sommer asked us to think about what planning for disruptions could look like.
Preparing data and community driven disaster response simulations is one possible option. By learning the
values and priorities of a community, we can begin to determine how to respond to disruptions and build
trust in a community. This trust enables innovative and creative solutions to emerge and mistakes to be
made before a crisis hits so communities are better prepared to act when they do. As Sommer stated, “We
are going to have to get some things wrong to figure out what resilience is.” 

COVID-19 taught us that local and regional food systems can rapidly pivot in face of disruptions. The closing
reflections of the webinar focused on the questions “what are the lessons we have left to learn?” and “how
can we support communities that have been cut out of financial wealth in building their vision of a
community food system?” 



Project Team

Disaster preparedness, response, and resilience 
https://extensiondisaster.net/ 
https://connect.extension.org/db/epublications/record/building-farm-and-farm-family-resilience-in-
our-communities-a-guide-for-extension-professionals-to-engage-strategically

Sentiments of the panel are well summarized in this statement from Sommer Sibilly-Brown: “as we consider
what it means to have a resilient food system, both local and regional, we have to go to the micro processes
in here because then what does it mean to be a resilient producer? What needs to be afforded to producers
so they have personal resilience because the link chains are not just the co-ops and the grocers. What
makes up the co-ops, and food hubs, and grocers are the people. We are attacking many levels and we have
to have conversations about producer resilience, and what they need, as well as us…We need to interact
with change in a way that is not damaging to the person” because people are at the core of food systems. 

A FULL RECORDING OF THE WEBINAR IS AVAILABLE HERE
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