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                  Staple Foods Infrastructure Proposal-M.Ajamian and B.Jaeger


    The objective of this project is to secure necessary infrastructure and to assess feasibility, obstacles, and best practices in creating a model for local procurement of staple foods. 

    Rationale: Appalachian Ohio grows virtually no edible grains, beans, pseudo-cereals, or oils, which form a bulk of the calories of healthy diets worldwide. The Athens Farmers Market is considered one of the best in the nation for size, selection, and food stamp use, but we see none of these foods at our vendors’ stands. Athens is home to several food outlets whose procurers are committed to local food but lament the distinct lack of locally grown staples.

    We were awarded a 2007 NCR-SARE grant to conduct test plots of select staple crops, in cooperation with three local farms and one intentional community. When local food outlets approached us asking when product would be available, we collected buying lists for various beans and flours. Several bakeries and restaurants are eager to adjust their menus according to what we can produce, and one provided seed and contracted us to grow test plots of varieties that they like to use.  We’ve since conducted minor market research and found much interest among local grocers, bulk food suppliers, and consumers, and when we tested value-added products at local public events, we received rave reviews, and discussion of staple food CSA has begun among consumers.

    Several nonprofits support the local staple food project. Rural Action has invested staff and VISTA time in research and grant-writing and has offered fiscal agency on a series of grants, some of which are listed below. ACEnet has begun preliminary research on housing a mill in the community kitchen, and we have met with Leslie Schaller and the CEO of Athens Chamber of Commerce for business planning. 
     A group of new and seasoned farmers with plots available for staple food production ranging from three to 20 acres, has begun purchasing cover-crop seed and tilling ground. The appropriate equipment for providing commercial staple growers with the information, infrastructure, and market they need to profitably participate in localized staple food procurement is capital-intensive, particularly for startups in a new niche. However, securing this infrastructure could remove a major barrier to reinvigorating the local farm industry and bolstering food security, both of which are sorely needed in Appalachian Ohio. 
    Over the last 40 years, inexpensive oil has posited the distant, large-scale farm at the core of US agricultural industry. Throughout rural Appalachia, are a legacy of that industry and symptoms of food insecurity in fallow farmland, fewer farmers, and an epidemic of diabetes and obesity on the rise among the poor and food-insecure. 

    In Appalachian Ohio, 37.4% of land is designated as ‘agriculture/open urban’ tracts, but agriculture employs only 0.5% of the population. Appalachian Ohio has the worst row crop rate in Ohio, 6%- the rate that large urban areas of the state normally report.
 Usable farmland sits fallow, while staple crops are imported from elsewhere and are often highly processed.
   Appalachian Ohio residents bear a poverty rate of 13.6% (Greater Ohio’s is 10.6%) and an unemployment rate of 7.1%,
 with a corresponding food insecurity level in Athens County of approximately 7 times that of greater Ohio.
  Food deserts in our rural communities abound, and unpredictable fuel costs and worldwide grain shortages unveil the need for a smarter food system to make for a tolerable transition to the post-peak economy.

   The hilly terrain and small irregular plots of Appalachia lend themselves to creative and cooperative means of growing foods generally grown in large-scale settings, such as the Midwestern US. The absence of staple crops from our landscape and the rise in fuel and food prices signal our region’s unstable food system and an opportunity to increase regional farming, employment, and income and to ensure access to healthy foods for all residents. 
     Approach: Given such a positive response, this project warrants expansion, in order to:     

1. Create a staple food growers’ and distributors’ network, growing larger plots on multiple farms and land tracts and facilitating increased communication among stakeholders via multiple networking methods. 

2. Demonstrate feasibility and track inputs and yields for each of six crops selected by farmer and bulk buyer preference and production and nutritional characteristics, on two pioneering farms, one of which is already a member of OLFSC, starting in the first season (2009) 

3.Track inputs and income in processing, packaging, and distribution of plot yields to at least four local bulk food buyers who are already committed and to three farmers’ markets in the area. 

4. Foster the development of a staple food growers’ cooperative, by providing consultation, cover-crop seed, and infrastructural support in the 2009 season, to five to ten local landowners who have already expressed interest in putting their fallow land into production of staple foods. These growers will be brought into commercial production in the 2010 season. 

5. Explore job opportunities and multiplier effect created by a local staple food system.

6. Determine best practices in profitably and equitably sharing market niches and job responsibilities within a cooperative or semi-cooperative endeavor of staple food growers, processors, and distributors, such as resource-pooling, transport, etc. 

7. Investigate appropriate technologies and scale for this system. We are partnering with Ohio University’s Dept. of Mechanical Engineering to apply for funds from OU’s Sugar Bush Foundation, which will be used to develop appropriate technology for a thresher/cleaner/de-huller unit for small-scale production of seed crops in both commercial farms and community gardens. We will make a presentation to the Sugar Bush Executive Committee on October 18.

8. Form a new working group(s) of the OLFSC on staple food procurement and Appalachian Ohio food security, made up of participating growers, processors, distributors, buyers, and non-profits. 

9. Seek consultation and input from members of the OLFSC in determining parameters and variables for data recording, etc, and creative ideas for cooperation, resource-sharing, networking, marketing, etc. 

10. Frequently update the OLFSC website as to the progress of this project 

11. Submit a final report and recommendations to the OLFSC.

    Funding to be Leveraged- NCRSARE group farmer/rancher grant- $18,000- Application is being made to pay growers for time, acreage, seed, and equipment fuel, and staff for time and expenses in networking, marketing, processing, storage, and distribution. SARE would also provide 50% equipment purchase.

Ohio Farm Bureau Foundation ($3,000)- Money would either make up for any expected funding that is not awarded or would give extra freedom to expand into further infrastructure (ie. A de-huller would allow for greater crop and value-added options) and networking contingencies (outreach to more farmers, buyers, etc.)

Sociological Initiatives Foundation ($20,000) and the Center for Farmland Policy Innovation’s Farmland Protection grant ($10,000)- The Infrastructure provided from Stinner Endowment support may also be used to put fallow county-owned land into production of staple foods to be used as a demonstration for other counties and local farmers. This contingency is being investigated with partners in County Commissioners, Job and Family Services, the Food Bank, and Community Food Initiatives. Yields could rejuvenate the flagging supply of local food banks, and provide locally procured staples to low-income families and summer food programs. 

      Budget requested from Stinner Endowment (Total $5,100): To work with multiple small plots, transport of harvest equipment is key, so we have been looking at pull-behind combines, which are located all over Ohio- one owner has offered to lease. We are looking at leasing stationary thresher units that are portable for plots that are more suited to hand-harvest. We will also need a seedcleaner, mill (also offered as a lease), and drying bins. Where leasing is not an option, Stinner Endowment support would match SARE, 50/50, on purchase.

2-year lease, Osttiroler Getreidemuhlen 700A MSM Combi-Mill, Perry Clutts, $1,500.00
2-year lease, Allis-Chalmers 60/66 Pull-behind Combines, sickle-bar, windrow- $600.00
Lease, Stationary Thresher- Seedburo PTU $1,500.00
Lease or purchase, Seedcleaner- Hance Vac-Away, “Small Farm” $1000.00
Purchase, Grain drying bins $500.00
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