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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 processes and related internal conversations with stakeholders on the ground to expand
opportunities for co-learning.

The COVID-19 pandemic caused unprecedented changes in where, how, and what type of food U.S.
consumers purchased and acquired. To better understand these changes, a team of researchers
conducted a national survey of more than 5,000 households. The survey focused on the
implications of these changes for local and regional food systems (LRFS), and the extent to which
they can be sustained in the future. Presenters from Colorado State University and the University
of Kentucky shared a few highlights from the survey along four dimensions - community size,
household characteristics, purchase and delivery method, and food security. After seeing the
results along each dimension, three panelists were asked to reflect on two questions:

e How are local and regional food systems sectors responding to consumer demand?

e What are the policy implications of these changes?

Before digging into the data, each of the panelists introduced themselves and provided brief
comments about their organization.
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Ashley Colpaart: Ashley is the CEO and founder of the Food Corridor, a business conceived when she
identified an opportunity to work with and support shared use kitchens. These kitchens often are at the
center of the local and regional food economy because it is where small food entrepreneurs go to start
and scale their businesses. The Food Corridor creates software for the industry. This software helps
shared kitchen operators manage their internal operations from scheduling and booking of multiple
tenants, to compliance management of business licenses, insurance, and food handler cards for the
renters, as well as billing.

Nichelle Harriott: Nichelle is a Senior Policy Specialist with the National Sustainable Agriculture
Coalition (NSAC). NSAC was established more than 30 years ago. The organization currently works with
approximately 130 coalition members — farmers and farmer-led organizations — from across the
country. While coalition members are working with farmers out in the field, NSAC is on Capitol Hill
advocating on their behalf. Nichelle's portfolio includes advocacy for agriculture research, especially
increasing funding and other resources for competitive grant programs and other research programs
across USDA's mission areas. Nichelle is excited to work with researchers and help them explore
different ways to advocate at the policy level to ensure that research has an impact on public policy.
This is particularly important as talks begin about the 2023 Farm Bill. NSAC wants to make sure they
have the most current data to inform how support is allocated to different programs for both farmers
and consumers.

Wes King: In his role as Senior Policy Advisor with NSAC, Wes leads the organization’s budget and
appropriations work, as well as their local and regional food systems policy advocacy work. He is
working with some of the key champions in Congress to put together legislation to expand upon some
of the great wins included in the 2018 Farm Bill, including making more resources available and
establishing policies to help grow and expand local and regional food systems.

Household Characteristics

Dawn Thilmany began the presentation by sharing demographic information about survey participants.
The researchers did their best to make sure it was a representative sample. On average, households
included 2 adults and one child, a little over 1/3 of those households still have children at home. One
third of respondents also indicated that they had a vulnerable person living in the household which
would prompt them to alter their behavior to minimize that person'’s risk of exposure. The reported
household income is a representative set of income groups, which is important to researchers
exploring food security and related issues. The sample was a little short on households with an annual
income between $100K and $150K and those above $150K but, once the data from the two groups is
combined, the proportion reflects national averages.

The survey also utilized household characteristics to categorize the data collected. In one category,
respondents answered questions about a shock to their household caused by a COVID-related issue at
work. A follow up question asked respondents whether anyone in their household had been exposed to
or contracted COVID-19 during the last two years. Less than half of the respondents experienced a job
shock. However, of those who experienced a job shock most indicated that the changes were negative
and included job loss, reduced hours, or furloughs. Similarly, less than half of the respondents
experienced a COVID-19 shock.



Impacts of COVID on market channel and expenditure

Dr. Thilmany continued the presentation with data on market channels. Unlike other food consumption
surveys, which often break food acquisition into two categories - at home or away from home - this
survey asked respondents about 20 different market or acquisition channels. The following is the list of
channels (with examples) described in the survey.

Market and Acquisition Channels
1.“Supercenter and wholesale (e.g., Walmart, Costco)”
2."Supermarket and grocery (e.g., Safeway, City Market, Albertsons)”
3."Health/natural supermarket (e.g., Whole Foods, Natural Grocers)”
4."Convenience store/corner store (smaller stores with limited selection, e.g., 7-Eleven)”
5. “Discount store (e.g., Dollar Store; Aldi)’
6.“Smaller format grocery store (e.g., independent grocery store, food co-op, Trader Joe's)
7."Farmers market”
8."Direct from producer (other than farmers markets, e.g., CSA (Community Supported Agriculture),
farm stand, ordering online from a producer)”
9.”Food box (e.g., sourced from many farms/producers; picked up at food hub or delivered to home)”
10.“Meal/Meal Kit Delivery Service (e.g., Blue Apron, Schwan's, etc.)”
11.”“Bakery, deli, meal, or fish market (gourmet or ethnic)’
12.“Large, national restaurant chains (e.g., Wendy's, Applebee's, etc.)"
13.“Local Independent restaurant”
14."Gardening and growing food yourself (home or community garden, backyard chicken, etc.)”
15.“Hunting, Fishing, and/or Foraging/Gathering”
16.“Food Pantry/Food Bank”
17."Other food assistance program (Commodity Supplemental Food Program, Meals on Wheels, or
other)”
18.“SNAP (Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program) or Food Stamps (including pandemic-EBT or P-
EBT)”
19.“WIC (Women, Infant, and Children's Program)”
20.“School Meal Program (e.g., lunch, breakfast, or summer meals; Backpack Program)”

One of the first questions in the survey asked, “did you try a new market channel in the last year?”
Almost 37% of the sample tried a new market between October 2020 and October 2021, while about
33% of respondents tried a new market after October 2021. Last year, project partners expressed to the
team that they were happy to see new customers coming through their doors but wanted to know if
the increase in demand would continue. Dawn presented data showing continued use across the
domain of LRFS market channels and an increase in usage in some categories. These are both strong
signals for the LRFS sector. Supercenters and supermarkets are the dominant market channels, so the
more consumers who try new markets and fragment their shopping, the more likely LRFS will
experience the benefit of a new customer base.

Survey respondents were asked to recall their weekly expenditures by market channel in October of
2020 and October 2021. Expenditures were up in October 2021 for almost every channel, even when
expenditures declined the decrease was not significant. The channels that experienced significant
increases were supercenters, supermarkets, and restaurants.



Before inviting the panelists to reflect on the data presented, Dawn was asked to speak on the issue of
inflation in food prices and how it might impact the survey responses. Dawn stressed that further
research is needed but recognized that the country was seeing inflation in the price of food. Some
increases reflected in survey respondents’ expenditures may be due to higher food prices. Using
shipping costs as an example, Dawn also noted that some of the higher costs that are putting cost
pressure on more traditional food channels might not be felt to the same extent by LRFS producers. It is
also important to note that the distinction between food at home versus away from home is blurred.
Consumers are seeking meal kits, or food prepared in a grocery store that is ready to take home and eat
or ordering meal kits for delivery from restaurants. In both cases, increased labor costs have been built
into receiving those products. The inflationary pressure might not just be due to the demand for raw
food ingredients, but also the additional labor necessary for preparation and delivery of foods.

Reflections on changes in demand

In the next segment of the webinar, the panelists reflected on the survey results. Ashley explained how
the increase in demand is impacting the commercial kitchen sector. Commercial kitchens represent a
plethora of food businesses. Commercial kitchens are often the first stop for a new food business to
become a legal entity and produce food in a licensed commercial space. During the great pause, they
shut down like everything else. No one was renting space. People were just trying to figure out what was
going on and what to do next. Commercial kitchens were also one of the first industries to rebound.
Consumers wanted to support local businesses but did not want to visit multiple locations for fear of
increased exposure, so caterers, chefs, and food truck businesses looked for new ways to service their
communities. Many of them stepped into community food security and are now producing food for
institutions. Quite a few new vendors began making things like kombucha, gourmet popcorn,
empanadas, cold press coffee, baked goods, cold press juices, dips and sauces, and alternative proteins.
Vendors also saw a need for an aggregated approach. Commercial kitchens began acting as aggregation
points for pickups enabling consumers to have the convenience they desired and to support local
vendors. Technology will continue to play an important role in the aggregation side of accessing local
and regional food products.

Wes continued the discussion by exploring how the COVID-19 pandemic provided a proof of concept
demonstrating the viability of local and regional food systems. When he started this work over 10 years
ago, Wes spent a lot of time trying to convince his state government to be more supportive of local and
regional food systems as a crucial tool for disaster preparedness. Usually, the food system provides
food just in time. Most food channels only have a few days' worth of food on their shelves. Even a
temporary food supply chain disruption could cause a serious situation. Investment in LRFS ensures
there are small and mid-size farms producing food to help communities feed themselves. Producers
stepped in and provided food for those in need in many regions with established small and mid-sized
farmers associated with good markets and good networks, and who had good relationships with their
communities.

Shifts in shopping patterns: Place-based and placeless

Jairus Rossi revisited the data exploring how community size might impact how consumers purchase
food from local food market channels, before and during the pandemic. Different sized counties
experienced the COVID-19 pandemic differently. Some places had more restrictions on market channels
and the timing and intensity of outbreaks also varied by community size.



Using the USDA Rural Urban Continuum Codes, respondents were categorized as residing in one of the
following three community sizes: 1) Non-Metro; 2) Metro <1 million; and 3) Metro >1 million. Jairus
shared two slides showing the change in weekly expenditures at local food market channels, by
community size, between two time periods: September 2019 and September 2020; and October 2020
and October 2021. During the first interval, venues had begun to reopen, and consumers were trying to
determine their own comfort levels with visiting different market channels. The time captures how
people were adapting to the ongoing pandemic. There was an increase in expenditures regardless of
community size for supermarkets, health food stores, farmers markets, and food boxes. There were
larger increases in food expenditures for non-metro counties for health food stores and food boxes
when compared to the larger counties. Local food expenditures per week for direct from producers
and specialty markets only increased for large metro areas. During the second time interval, there is
further evolution of initial adaptations. People had gotten vaccinated and perspectives on risk changed.
The patterns people had gotten into during the height of the pandemic, like having the time to prepare
food from a CSA, might have reverted. One thing to note is weekly expenditures, regardless of the
direction, are much greater. In general, there was an increase in expenditures among locally focused
market channels compared to the previous year.

Dawn then presented on the move to online platforms for household food procurement. She noted
that there are significant differences in the business models for businesses offering last mile delivery (a
product is ordered online and is delivered to a residence), and those businesses utilizing online
ordering but requiring customer, or third-party service pick up of the item. In this survey, respondents
were asked specifically about each option. Both models were being used in LRFS. Responses were then
explored through the lens of perceived risk to COVID-19. In all cases, those with higher perceived risk of
COVID-19 were more likely to use online platforms, opting for delivery or pickup. Dawn suggested
some of these online purchasing practices might be temporary as they try to manage public health
concerns. She also referenced anecdotal evidence showing that since consumers had tried a platform
during a period of risk aversion, they might adopt this new practice for time savings and convenience.
Dawn further noted that this trend might not hold across all product categories. A shopper might be
willing to let someone else pick out their packaged food or paper towels, but for those goods that are
done well in LRFS, like meat and produce where freshness and quality matter, that might be where a
local food vendor can win back online consumers.

Reflections on changes in demand

Rapid changes happened during the COVID-19 pandemic. Ashley spoke about one of those changes
which was the shift to more online purchasing. Many technology companies, with large capital support,
were able to pay for customer acquisition early on and capture the lion’s share of the market. The LRFS
needs to find ways to catch up. The only way that is going to happen is by building relationships that
are simply transactional. Ashley noted there was a role for the federal government to play to support
more rapid innovation like adopting pitch events that can spur innovation and localizing more of the
funding through state departments of agriculture.

Wes felt there was a key role for federal investment in the food system. LRFS is a values-based system
that seeks to move beyond prioritizing only profit. As a result, these LRFS can find it difficult to receive
funding and support from traditional financial institutions. If there is a desire to incorporate other
values into the economic system, then there is a role for the government and government funding.



Values and food acquisition

Survey respondents were asked to pick the top three things that motivate their food purchases. Not
surprisingly, the most important things are affordability, healthfulness, and convenience. This aligns
with where people shop. The good news for LRFS is the significant and increasing number of
households that are motivated by supporting the local economy, through foods produced locally or
organically grown.

Azita explored how values vary for consumers who shop in LRFS channels, at home (farmers market,
food box delivery, and direct from producer), and food way from home (specialty market and
local/independent restaurant), compared to those consumers who do not shop at those channels.
Consumers who shop at LRFS channels at home, value goods that are locally grown, organic, and
support the local economy. In addition to these values, consumers who shop from food box programs
and direct from producers also highly valued goods that met their cultural preferences. Consumers
who frequented LRFS channels away from home valued supporting their local economy. Specialty store
patrons also valued satisfying their cultural preferences and having confidence in the stores’ safety
protocols. Local independent restaurant patrons’ values were like broader restaurant patrons’ values.

Mackenzie presented findings on food acquisition, particularly for school meal programs (SMP).
Previous research shows 84% of food insecure households, with school age children, participate in
school meal programs. Participation in school meal programs is associated with significantly lower
rates of food insecurity for households with children. In March 2020, when schools closed due to the
COVID-19 pandemic, many low income and food insecure households with children had to quickly pivot
to other sources for purchasing and acquiring food. Use of SNAP/EBT and WIC increased among
households participating in school meal programs prior to the pandemic and at its onset, but then
decreased to below pre-pandemic levels by September of 2020. Acquisition through food pantries and
food banks decreased throughout the pandemic, potentially reflecting the relative inconvenience or
higher risk exposure to COVID. Anecdotal data reflected that there were fewer choices, as many food
banks moved to a drive-thru format. Mackenzie shared that in October 2020, only 37% of food insecure
households, with children (including those between the ages of 0-5 who would not be eligible to
participate in SMP), participated in a SMP. Despite an increase in the number of schools that had
returned to in person learning by October of 2021, there was only a 2% increase in SMP usage.
Households that used SMP in October 2020 or October 2021, reported that they still struggled with
food insecurity; 73% reported that they sometimes or often ran out of food and were not able to afford
more. Twenty-three percent of these households did not utilize SNAP/EBT assistance. Both the
Pandemic-EBT and SMP have important purposes in the food assistance space but the high
percentages of families reporting continued food insecurity warrant increased allocation of funds
towards food assistance.

Reflections on food acquisition

Wes pointed to how exciting it is and how these lessons influence what will happen with the next
federal Farm Bill to be authorized in 2023. The pandemic exposed the positives and the negatives in
terms of the ability of our community food security systems to respond to people’s hunger and
nutritional needs, through things like EBT technology and food boxes.



e Food Research and Action Center Community Eligibility Database:
https://frac.org/research/resource-library/community-eligibility-cep-database

e Example of a community response to food insecurity utilizing a community kitchen -
https://makefoodyourbusiness.org/nourish-our-neighbors/

e Opportunity to be a steward of Federal fund, apply to be a reviewer -
https://www.ams.usda.gov/services/grants/peer-review

e Example of a regional loan program to support LRFS initiatives:
https://www.chicagoregionfoodfund.org_
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