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PROJECT CONTEXT
The webinar began with a brief introduction to the project and webinar series. A more detailed
explanation of the project is given in this short video. The webinar series is a way to share the
project’s internal conversations and processes with stakeholders on the ground to expand
opportunities for co-learning.
Libby Christensen provided context for the webinar, which was organized by the Data and Metrics
Action Team, one of the three action teams working on the project. The goal of the Data and Metrics
Action Team is to ensure that all types of stakeholders, be they academics, practitioners, or
policymakers, have access to a suite of tools with a more comprehensive selection of data for local
and regional food systems. This makes for efficient planning and evaluation in responses to future
disruptions. The Action Team has established a two-part approach to accomplish this goal. Part one
will focus on creating a data warehouse to store data from diverse sources. The second part will be a
data visualization tool. The intent is to enable folks on the ground to better tell the stories and
communicate the impact they are having in their communities. The project is unique in its attention
to cross-sectoral impacts.
Brett Wolff shared some of the key takeaways from a series of seven interviews with key partners.
This served as a starting point for understanding the state of local and regional food systems (LRFS)
data and metrics and how they are being used. Findings from the interviews were used to inform the
identification of three axis along which data fell:
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1. Data for an organization versus data for organization members: For example, the Farmers Market
Coalition might be collecting data about itself or about its stakeholders, including the individual farmers
market vendors. At the organization level, they might be interested in understanding their sector,
making decisions to better serve the sector, or pursuing funding. Alternatively, at the stakeholder level,
the data might be used to help individuals make better business decisions or to help with production
planning or prioritizing new product development. The approach to supporting these two levels of data
collection and their outcomes and outputs will be vastly different.
2. Basic descriptive versus relational data: Most interviewees said they need better descriptive data about
their sector including number of participants, number of customers, and total sales. While this notion
has been proposed before, some of the interviewees went a step further to suggest that using improved
descriptive data for their sector, combined with improved descriptive data from other sectors, could
help to contextualize their sector and start to form relational data sets.
3. Utility of data for communities of practice: Primary use of this valuable data is to secure and maintain
funding. As Brett summarized, “Keeping the lights on is a pretty compelling utility.” Data is usually
collected in small, inconsistent snapshots related to specific funding projects. While this might not be the
case for all organizations, the local food data landscape is heavily impacted by this reality. In an optimal
world these organizations could and would be making better, more data informed decisions, but in a
less than optimal reality, prioritizing data work requires a good reason.
These three axis were used to inform questions presented to each of the panelists.

INTRODUCTIONS
After the project introduction, panelists introduced themselves and provided brief comments about their
work.
Anna Valuev: Anna Valuev is the Deputy Director of the Opportunity Project (TOP). TOP is an innovation
initiative out of the US Census Bureau, one of the flagship programs of the Census Open Innovation Lab.
TOP brings together government, technologies, and communities through 12-week technology development
sprints to create digital tools powered by federal open data. They work with federal agencies, local
governments, and non-governmental organizations to define national challenges in need of data or tech
innovations. Over the course of the sprint, the technologies from private sector companies and academic
institutions use federal open data, often combined with private sector data, to develop applications, maps,
data visualization, and other digital tools for the public. Over the last six years, TOP has worked on
challenges from disaster response to ocean plastic pollution to assisting recently resettled refugees. They
joined the webinar to talk a little bit about their methodology and how it can be used and modified in lots of
different settings by different organizations to use data and facilitate cross-sector collaboration.
Kolia Souza: Kolia is the Food System Equity and Advocacy Specialist with Michigan State University Center
for Regional Food Systems. As such, Kolia works to engage people in Michigan, the United States, and
beyond on applied research, education and outreach to develop regionally integrated sustainable food
systems. The Center acts as a collective backbone organization, convening organizations and diverse sectors
to actively commit to a common agenda to promote food that is healthy, green, fair, and affordable. In
terms of metrics and data collection, Kolia’s role is focused on process development to guide the work,
create standards, or develop frameworks to capture the “soft metrics”. Soft metrics are the complex,
oftentimes highly contextual, shifting data points, such as the distribution of power and the role of trust.
Some of the projects Kolia is currently working with include the Nutrition Incentive Hub, National Farm to
School Network Racial Equity in Farm to School Advisory Group, Michigan Local Food Council Network, and
the NYU Tandon 100 Questions Initiative.

Sahir Advani: As a Post-Doctoral Researcher at the University of Maine, Sahir Advani works with the Local
Catch Network, a community of practice made up of seafood harvesters, technical assistance providers,
researchers, and other organizations. The aim of the Network is to strengthen local and regional food
systems through direct and local seafood marketing. Sahir and his colleague, Josh Stoll, are developing a
national survey of direct seafood marketing. The purpose of the survey is to understand the scale and
diversity of the sector. The survey is being conducted in collaboration with the University of Maine, the US
Department of Agriculture, the National Marine Fisheries Services, and the Local Catch Network.
HIGHLIGHTS
Working with Data
Lilian Brislen kicked off the discussion by asking each panelist to speak to the process of establishing,
refining, and/or expanding their work with data.
Sahir Advani spoke about the general lack of data in the direct seafood marketing sector. The direct seafood
marketing sector has been growing, and adopting models from the local food sector, but there is no real
data on the sector. While the US Department of Agriculture conducts the Local Food Marketing Practices
Survey (2015 and 2020), it is limited to land-based activities. Researchers and advocacy groups capture
snapshots and stories about the seafood marketing sector, but it is in no way comprehensive. As a result,
the sector is relatively invisible, which has important implications for the allocation of funding resources and
technical assistance as well as for the calculation of federal fishing quotas.
The direct seafood marketing sector survey will develop a benchmark estimate of the scale of the sector.
The survey will also shed light on the diversity of direct marketing arrangements being used. The survey
project team is conducting focus groups with the industry to understand how the sector views itself, and
those insights will be incorporated into the survey design and the tool.
Kolia Souza is working with more established sectors with regards to racial equity. Kolia started off by
acknowledging there is a conflict about measuring equity within existing systems of inequity, which offers a
lot of space for exploration. Across any one of the projects, Kolia seeks to engage the unseen people and
processes or “the blind spots hidden by the systems.” For example, data collection often misses huge
segments of the population because the focus is often on priority populations. Intentional efforts can be
made to capture additional data about those unseen groups, but it must be balanced with addressing
funding constraints, feasibility, and urgency while also catering to different stakeholders. This is where the
question of shifting, dismantling, and transforming systems comes into play.
Kolia then turned her attention to the questions posed to inform data collection and how critical it is to pose
the right questions to lead the process. The Nutrition Incentive Hub, for instance, has developed standards
and metrics around local and regional sourcing by first developing the questions, collecting preliminary
data, and identifying themes. The organization was specifically interested in relational data and how local
and regional food systems move to support local and regional sourcing. The questions were specifically
designed to question assumptions and reveal processes unfolding within those systemic contexts, both
broadly and in terms of the grant program and within the localities.
Anna Valuev discussed her role guiding different organizations through working with data to respond to
social and environmental challenges. Their work has shown that while organizations might be aware of the
challenge, they might be unaware of all the relevant data sets. TOP has partnerships with data experts and
chief data officers across the federal ecosystem. Together, they help to curate a comprehensive starting
point of topic specific data. Anna recognized that the federal government collects and disseminates lots of
data, however it can still be difficult for the public to use the data to answer their questions and to provide
feedback on the data.

Anna went on to provide a few examples of how organizations are creatively working with federal data. Last
year the Census Bureau started to release data from the 2020 Census. TOP facilitated a sprint during the fall
of 2021 with university-based technologists and designers to help the public engage with and see
themselves in the data. The university-based partners created a whole host of products that went beyond
the typical digital tools. Some examples are an Instagram page to bolster Asian American owned businesses,
a card game to learn more about the Census, a tool to help librarians identify diverse books to add to their
collections using demographic data, and a unique web-based visualization that showed not only the
quantitative elements of food insecurity but also the stories of specific people facing food insecurity. Anna
concluded that more diverse users of federal and non-federal data sources improve the way the public can
connect and use the information.
Calling out values: Shaping questions, designing the process, and defining data
Kolia Souza urged that the questions informing data collection, analysis, and communication should be
derived from those whom the programmatic efforts are focused on, whether that is a food hub operator or
the community at large. In her role, Kolia helps organizations and networks grapple with this process. For
example, the NFSN Racial Equity Advisory Group began with a straightforward process to develop DEI
metrics, but in an effort to practice an equitable and inclusive process, they worked to shift and share
power, inviting other voices with different perspectives, levels of knowledge, and expertise. There was
reflection that the straightforward approach was informed by assumptions and that there was a need to
back the process up to allow for the creation of a shared language and shared understanding. This could be
done through deep exploration of the root systems, their dynamics, and influences on the people in power.
The process to elevate the communities’ existing knowledge and expertise is complex but it leads to a
transformation of the design of data collection and metrics identification.
Lilian Brislen echoed these sentiments, highlighting that data is not values neutral. It may be systematic, but
it is embedded with values with important implications for how the questions are shaped and the analysis is
conducted. With intentionality, those values can be shifted.
Anna Valuev spoke about the role of the tech world in nudging the federal system through the design
process. Traditionally, the federal ecosystem is a very slow design process. Tech companies are used to a
faster approach to the design process. Fundamental to the federal system being able to adopt a faster pace,
is values alignment between all the stakeholders on the project.
Anna later expanded on the importance of human centered design through TOP. The biggest impacts result
from participatory design and making sure that what is being built responds to the needs and challenges of
a community. The approach makes sure to bring in the voices of those with lived experiences, not just
representatives or spokespeople. The design process also creates a demo or prototype that allows for
course correction along the way and tangible feedback from the user.
Kolia Souza explored what is or is not deemed data. Often, data collection is approached as a
comprehensive undertaking, requiring considerable time, planning, expertise, etc. Yet, there are also ways
to develop and incorporate continuous responsive feedback loops creating small sets of data more often
that are more appropriate for systems work. This is what was seen during COVID. Decisions needed to be
made using limited information to allow for rapid response as the system was changing. At the same time,
there are no good straightforward metrics for the relational networks often at the heart of Local and
Regional Food System (LRFS) work.

For example, trust plays a critical role in the operation of these systems. There need to be strategies to
measure trust while fostering it at the same time. Data collection as an activity in and of itself, divorced from
the program and what it is trying to achieve, needs to be reconsidered particularly when trying to build
capacity within communities. One example she shared was the need in the food insecurity sector to include
capacity building through voter engagement and civic participation.

Keeping the lights on
Sahir Advani discussed how their research team is working with the direct seafood marketing sector to
identify the questions underlying the survey and the terms used within the survey. Because of the interplay
between the existing fishery supply chain and the agricultural direct market sector, there is a hybridization
of terms that if left unexamined could conflate responses further down the road. The research team is
organizing focus groups with members of the sector to identify a common language around market
channels. Making sure there is a shared understanding around these terms is important because the data
from the survey may inform the federal management process. This is accomplishing the programmatic work
in conjunction with the data collection process. Further, as mentioned in the “Working with Data Section”,
the allocation of quotas in the fishing industry are, in some cases, divided between the recreational and
commercial sectors. They are also based, in part, on the economic contributions of the sectors. For
recreational fishing, this often includes anglers’ willingness to pay for the experience. Currently, the value of
the commercial fishing sector is limited to the value of the catch, which is often significantly lower. Being
able to measure a more accurate value of the catch, including product that is marketed through direct
channels, has potential to increase managers’ understanding of the true value of the sector and “keep the
lights on”.
Kolia proposed establishing processes and systems to support and capture the nuances that are not
currently being captured. At the core of achieving this goal is data democracy and data sovereignty. Data
democracy is the idea that everyone in an organization or community, regardless of their technical
expertise, can understand and work with data comfortably to feel confident talking about it and making
data informed decisions at any level in which they are operating. Data sovereignty is the idea that data are
subject to laws and governance in the context within which they are collected. The concept is often
discussed in relation to Indigenous groups and autonomy. Tribal nations have their own governments, and
the data collection looks different there.
In addition to data democracy and sovereignty, Kolia Souza pointed to the influence of funding in shaping
data goals. Funding that is more open ended, allows communities self-determination to identify and
address their priority issues through design, evaluation, and data collection. Kolia worked with a community
organizing-based health equity initiative run through a public health department. Her role was an
intermediary or translator, helping the funder understand how the work identified and undertaken by the
community fits within the goals of the funder. This process allowed the community to exercise their power
and to utilize their expertise. Funding also needs to allow for time and support for relationship development
which is necessary for more sustainable systems.

SUMMARY
Data keeps the lights on and, coupled with grant funding, keeps the fish in the nets, keeps the housing
resources flowing, and keeps local food in cafeterias. While data are critical to how stakeholders engage in
their communities, there are steps to be taken to help get off the data treadmill. One first step, as
summarized by Lilian Brislen is to think of the work of data and metrics as a dialogue rather than a
monologue. Implementing this approach is easier with smaller more frequent opportunities for reflection
and refinement. The dialogue framework helps to assure that the data are useable and can be applied to
inform decision making more immediately. If a diverse set of stakeholders is engaged in each stage of the
data and metrics process through authentic participation, the data are more likely to be accessible and
relevant.
Another step to reduce the burden of data collection on individual organizations and communities is to
institutionalize it. Sahri Advani explained that the aspiration of their survey is for it to become a federal
institutionalized survey. Their survey is collecting a benchmark and providing proof of concept.
Finally, to reduce the burden of authentic participation by individuals with lived experience, Kolia stressed a
need to create lots of different on ramps. On ramps might take the form of compensating people for their
time, helping them accomplish professional goals, or other considerations. To ensure more equitable
participation in the data and metrics system, those considerations must be made.

A FULL RECORDING OF THE WEBINAR IS AVAILABLE HERE
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