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Recovery and Resilience Webinar Series

Making Lemonade Out of Local Lemons: Innovative multi-sector

strategies for leveraging emergency supply chain funds.

February 11, 2022
Webinar Highlights

The Local and Regional Food System Recovery and Resilience Project Team responded to the need
for a webinar focused on funding and resources available for local and regional food enterprises
based on feedback from over 450 past webinar registrants. Funding is being made available to
support new supply chain strategies to address market, food security and feeding program
disruptions that continue to emerge. We are in unprecedented times with regard to the availability
of state and federal funding for local and regional food supply chains. However, it is not clear
whether there is direction, capacity or if there are known practices to secure and implement use of
those resources across different LRFS sectors necessary to achieve significant and long-term
change. This webinar highlighted innovative approaches to leveraging these resources to
strengthen multi-sector initiatives.

Dawn Thilmany, Colorado State University

Brian Coppom, Colorado Department of Agriculture
Jill Kidd, Urban School Food Alliance

Pam Fruh, Montana Office of Public Instruction

Mya Price, Feeding America

The webinar began with a brief introduction to the project by Dawn Thilmany. A more detailed
explanation of the project is given in this short video.

Dr. Thilmany shared a data bite from the Local and Regional Food Systems Recovery and Resilience
Project’'s 2021 Consumer Survey of 5,000 U.S. households about their food choices and behavior.
Summaries from the surveys are posted on the website here. Similar to findings from their 2020

survey, the project team found that one-third of households explored new local, regional, and
independent markets (Figure 1). The survey also asked people about their food acquisition through

food security programs (Figure 2). Utilization of all food security programs was up from 2019, but

there was a slight decline in the use of food pantry, WIC, and other food assistance options while
utilization of SNAP increased. School meal programs stayed the same between fall 2020 and fall ‘
2021.
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https://vimeo.com/656760690
https://vimeo.com/656760690
https://lfscovid.localfoodeconomics.com/consumer-food-insights/
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Figure 1. Household food purchases from new market outlet. ~ Figure 2. Household food acquisition.

The webinar audience was asked to indicate what types of funding they had already secured or were
exploring. Sixty-five webinar attendees participated in the poll and responses can be seen in Figure 3.
“Other” responses were added to the chat and included AFRI Small and Medium-sized Farms funding and
local commodity groups interested in local food systems.
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Figure 3. Webinar participants secured or explored funding sources.

After this activity, panelists introduced themselves and provided a few brief comments about innovative
ways in which they were seeing new funding utilized.

: Brian Coppom is new to the Department of Agriculture in Colorado and serves as the
Colorado Agricultural Future Loan Program Manager. Brian noted that Colorado is in a unique position
because in 2020 legislators cut more from the state budget than they needed to, leaving a surplus for 2021.
During that same time, the state saw new relief money coming from the federal government. These surplus
funds are being directed towards various programs that will support the state’s recovery. The Colorado
Department of Agriculture received $76 million of this funding. The funds are going to programs dedicated
to increasing soil health, recovering grazing land, increasing agricultural water projects, building new market
channels, conducting energy audits, and investing in agricultural events. Almost half of the funds, $30
million, will go into a revolving loan and grant fund for Colorado farmers, ranchers, and food processors. A
difference between this loan program and other existing opportunities such as FSA loans or traditional bank
loans, is that it targets underrepresented and under resourced populations, as well as new farmers.



https://ag.colorado.gov/colorado-comeback-agricultural-stimulus
https://ag.colorado.gov/colorado-comeback-agricultural-stimulus

Jill Kidd: As the Director of Procurement for the Urban School Food Alliance, Jill works with 18 of the nation's
largest school districts. These districts serve 690 million meals a year and spend just short of $900 million in
food procurement. The Urban School Food Alliance focuses on three areas - creating a network to share
best practices, supporting strategic procurement, and spearheading advocacy. Jill explained that Urban
School Food Alliance is working to change the way that the school marketplace works with regard to food
procurement.

The Urban School Food Alliance is trying to drive the marketplace, rather than be subject to it by becoming
better business partners with industry and farmers. COVID-19 highlighted the problem that there are only
four major food companies supplying most of the food for schools, especially proteins. Before the COVID-19
pandemic, many of the Urban School Food Alliance member school districts had already begun to work on
changing this with local and regional partners. The pandemic drove them to strengthen and expand those
relationships quicker than they might have under normal circumstances.

The COVID-19 pandemic forced systems to be more flexible and provided an important lesson about how
they should operate in the future. Schools’ food service programs would not have been able to survive the
last two years without greater flexibility of operations which included the ability to suspend of some federal
procurement regulations. Jill stressed the need to look at solutions from the past two years and take steps
to embed them in regulations and policies from the school district level clear to the USDA.

Pam Fruh: Pam Fruh works for the State of Montana Office of Public Instruction. In her role, she oversees
ordering and distribution for the USDA Child Nutrition Programs and DoD Fresh for the 250 school districts
in the state.

The State of Montana Office of Public Instruction has a pilot project underway that ties into the Local Foods
for Schools Cooperative Agreement Program through AMS. The product, called Montana Marinera, was
developed by a Montana processor and is specifically aimed at school nutrition programs. Pam shared a
short video explaining the project. A sample of the product is currently being offered at no cost to school
districts across the state. So far, feedback has been positive, and Pam and her partners are planning to
move ahead with a commercial-scale release of the project for the 2023 school year. In the future, instead of
purchasing and using commercial tomatoes, the state plans to purchase USDA canned diced tomatoes with
all other ingredients coming from Montana farmers. Enough Montana Marinera will be produced so that
schools across the state can include it in menu planning.

Pam made sure to provide a disclaimer with this project and explained that as the system is currently set
up, it is not possible for a truckload of canned tomatoes to be sent to a food processor. Instead, there is a
specific kind of agreement, called an in-state processing agreement, that must exist between the processor
and the state.

Pam stressed that this project would not have been possible without the promise of the new funding. There
are many partners involved in making Montana Marinara a reality. Knowing that there would be financial
support for whatever they created allowed partners to have a conversation without necessarily knowing
exactly where it would lead. Pam also emphasized some of the challenges with this type of innovation.
These include, but are not limited to, long lists of requirements and the need to adapt and learn quickly to
engage in new markets.

Mya Price: As senior manager of commodity and federal and nutrition programs with Feeding America, Mya
Price, works with the Emergency Food Assistance Program (TEFAP) and federal child nutrition programs.
Feeding America is a hunger relief non-profit working to ensure that no child or family goes hungry. Feeding
America works with 200 food banks across the United States, including Puerto Rico, Alaska, and Hawaii.


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YD-lgEcUr9Q

One hundred and ninety of the 200 Feeding America food bank network members participate in the TEFAP
Commodities Program. Since the start of COVID-19 pandemic, the USDA recognized the need for flexibility
with these and other critical programs. Network members have been able to work with their respective
state agencies and associations to minimize the challenges associated with getting commodities into the
hands of families.

New federal funding opportunities supporting federal nutrition programs emerged because of COVID-19,
with a lot of funds included in Child Nutrition Provisions. Under Secretary Vilsack, the USDA announced a
$400 million investment in local food purchases through AMS and $100 million through FNS. Feeding
America encouraged members to nurture relationships at the local, state, and regional level. Feeding
America also provides their members with the technical assistance and support needed to apply for these
funds.

COVID-19 revealed the power of innovation and that partnerships are key. Feeding America is prioritizing
the power of cooperatives by investing in seven regional cooperatives to improve and strengthen the
efficiencies of supply chains. The goal of the seven cooperatives is to enable the delivery of products at a
higher level, particularly produce. To provide produce to clients, Feeding America is working with the
cooperatives to reduce acquisition costs, reduce food waste, and improve donation acceptance. Mya
reiterated how these cooperatives build bridges.

One specific example of this regional cooperative model is the Mid-Atlantic Regional Cooperative or MARC --
a regional produce distribution system for Feeding America food banks. The MARC provides an outlet for
surplus product and distributes that excess to other food banks throughout the region to ensure that all
products are getting to the folks being served and nothing is being wasted.

Challenges and Opportunities

Reflecting on panel members’ discussions on innovations, Brian Coppom described how all the panelists
were working to create an ecosystem that is part education, part supply chain, and part safety system. The
real opportunity with these new funding resources is to apply them strategically, thinking about the health
of the system and long-term implications.

One of the questions that was posed by an audience member was about the number of cans of tomatoes
that went into Montana Marinara. While Pam noted she did not know the exact number, she acknowledged
that the question brought up an important challenge for scaling food manufacturing and creative problem
solving in general. Even for a commercial food manufacturing facility, each new product is different. She
stressed the importance of making time and space for trial and error when creating something new. This
also needs to be recognized by funders and potential clients for these types of products. Jill followed up on
this topic, explaining that it takes a whole collaborative group to make a product work. In the last five years,
school districts have been more interested in these types of opportunities. Districts are looking at creative
ways to use the products that farmers have locally. The product might be coming in as a raw product or it
might be going through another step of processing, it really depends on the school district and their
processing capacity, for things like labor and equipment, for example. The funds that are being made
available can be harnessed to set up producers, processors, and districts to be in a better position to use
school nutrition dollars to purchase local products in the future.

The panelists also fielded questions about eligibility for the Local Food Purchase Assistance Cooperative
Agreement Program (LFPA). Mya Price explained that there is one award per state to a lead agency. The
specific state agency may vary by state, but that agency will be responsible for submitting the application.
Typical lead agencies include the Department of Agriculture or Health and Human Services. Local and
regional food initiatives, including food banks, can be written into the grant proposals as a partner,
collaborator, or a subrecipient.


https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/feeding-america-announces-establishment-of-six-regional-produce-cooperatives-300509510.html
https://www.feedingpa.org/our-programs/marc/

The specific state agency should be contacted for guidance around the state’s LFPA program. The USDA is
compiling a list of contacts by state agencies, under outreach: https://www.ams.usda.gov/selling-food-to-
usda/lfpacap. AMS is currently looking into establishing Regional Food Business Centers to support
coordination and technical assistance for local food system stakeholders. To receive updates on this topic
and other developments from USDA AMS regarding the local and regional food system, please subscribe to
From the Ground Up.

Mya explained that Feeding America is working with state associations and members to capture best
practices, including their applications for FNS (including TEFAP) and AMS grant opportunities, and share with
their networks and beyond. Feeding America is also capturing questions from their network members and
facilitating conversations with the funders. For example, Feeding America recently hosted a webinar with
USDA FNS and AMS to breakdown the purpose and mission of the different grants. During that call USDA-
AMS answered some important questions including , how are they defining underserved growers and
producers and the difference between a sub-recipient and a collaborator or a different role. USDA-FNS
answered questions regarding their grants.

Dawn, the moderator, acknowledged that the variation across states is one of the issues that motivated this
panel discussion. The panelists featured great case studies that could be brought back to states that are not
moving as fast or thinking as big as some others to show them what is possible.

The question about the LFPA started a broader discussion about the new challenges and opportunities for
state agencies regarding the new funds. Many agencies are facing a workload burden and new things to
learn. On top of that they are being asked to work with new/non-traditional partners. A well laid out
roadmap could clarify the process and make it a less herculean task.

The Role of Government in Innovation

There were also a couple of questions from the audience about grower contracts and auctions. Dawn posed
the question to Brian about the role of government investment in entities that do not make a product but
match buyers and sellers, either formally or informally. Colorado is prioritizing food processing, and related
activities. Further, Colorado is looking at about $25 million for school and food access supply chains
including raw ingredient purchases. The product is not currently in the fields. As a result, that product is
going to need to be redirected from other market channels or the state needs to figure out a way to
sustainably increase cultivation. On paper, it is a simple diagram to draw but the growers must benefit.
Brian summarized by saying, “one of the fundamental challenges is that the current agricultural system is an
economic system that does not necessarily pay for the true cost of growing foods, so these programs that
supplement that try to make up for it, but once that program goes away the cost of growing food hasn't
changed.”

Along with challenging the status quo, Dawn asked the panelists to what extent they are seeing
conversations happening between regulators, funders, and the people on the ground about what was made
possible during COVID-19 because of regulatory flexibility and is it possible to make that flexibility
permeant?

Jill Kidd responded that the USDA Foods for Schools Program is antiquated and that this was shockingly
clear during the early days of the pandemic. Schools with product, but no students in the cafeteria, had to
submit mountains of paperwork at the state and federal levels to be able to convert bulk product into
smaller servings to be consumed at home.The extent to which this conversion of product was allowed
varied by state.


https://www.ams.usda.gov/selling-food-to-usda/lfpacap.
https://nam10.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fpublic.govdelivery.com%2Faccounts%2FUSDAAMS%2Fsubscriber%2Fnew%3Ftopic_id%3DUSDAAMS_367&data=04%7C01%7CLibby.Christensen%40colostate.edu%7Cd35b5f26c601492b869e08d9f17d9d97%7Cafb58802ff7a4bb1ab21367ff2ecfc8b%7C0%7C0%7C637806344095987321%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000&sdata=Gt2jtwMEWI0qlaQq2HzZejpy7dEky0j2E2tIjZf%2FLaM%3D&reserved=0

For example, what might be allowed in Florida was prohibited in Pennsylvania. It highlighted the layers and
layers of regulations. Rather than just going back to the way it was, Jill and her organization are pushing for
the system to be more flexible and to reduce the non-value-added costs associated with that system.

The Limits of Government Support for Innovation

In closing, Brian Coppom emphasized some of the challenges associated with the short-term influx
of funding. Government departments rely on budgets approved by legislators but the process to
approve these budgets takes a lot of time. When new funding becomes available, the responsibility
of distributing, managing, and evaluating those funds can fall on one individual. Government is not
currently set up for rapidly prototyping innovations as there is no research and development arm
for many government agencies. It begs the question, what is the appropriate role of government in
sparking, coordinating, and facilitating? It is a balancing act. Brian closed by encouraging everyone
to reach out to the relevant government agencies and start a conversation, “suggest appropriate
frameworks or approaches, because chances are that person you've got on the phone hasn't even
had a chance to think about it and you can get them started.”

e https://www.ams.usda.gov/selling-food-to-usda/Ifpacap

e https://www.fns.usda.gov/cn/supply-chain-assistance-for-schools

e https://www.fns.usda.gov/tefap/reach-resiliency-webinar-state-agencies
Examples of food security partnerships

e https://commonthreadsfarm.org/20192020-gratitude-part4-f2f/

e https://scforganicfarms.com/
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