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Food Hub Grant and Plan 

Introduction 

In July 2011, the staff of the Portage County Regional Planning Commission applied for a grant from 

the Center for Farmland Policy Innovation. The Center, part of the Ohio State University 

Agricultural Research and Development Center, distributed a total of $35,000 to 4-7 recipients for 

Community-Based Agricultural Economic Development planning grants in 2011. Regional Planning 

was awarded a grant of $8,730 in September 2011 to plan for a food hub in Portage County. The 

grant went into effect in early 2012. 

 

The Planning Process 

1.  Form Steering Committee 

The planning process included forming a steering committee with representatives from the 

local agricultural community, business and economic development, local higher education 

institutions and potential product buyers/consumers. This group met several times to provide 

input for the plan and to make recommendations. One of the first suggestions the steering 

committee proposed was to craft a mission statement:  

 

The Portage County Food Hub will be established to foster collaboration between  

agricultural producers and consumers in order to enhance  

the distribution of local foods and local value-added food products,  

to mutually benefit all parties and to promote healthy, sustainable food systems. 

 

2.  Distribute Surveys 

Surveys were suggested as an initial step in gauging the needs of local producers and 

buyers/consumers. (See Appendix A for the Food Hub Surveys.) Paper surveys were handed out 

at the first Ravenna Farmers Market on May 25, 2012. Additionally, two slightly modified 

versions of the original paper surveys were created and posted online at SurveyMonkey. The 

link to the survey for producers was posted on the Portage Local Food Project Facebook page in 

May 2012. To bolster responses, the SurveyMonkey links and copies of the paper surveys were 

also handed out at the Kent State University Cooperative Development Center’s programs on 

“Cooperatives in the Local Food Economy” held on 2 dates in June 2012. The SurveyMonkey link 

for buyers/consumers was also sent out in July 2012 via e-mail to a group of local restaurants, 

assisted living facilities, a private school, and several other potential food hub users. Survey 

results are described later in this document. 

3.  Characterize current conditions pertinent to creating a food hub 

It is important to understand the major characteristics of the agricultural community in Portage 

County to determine what type of food hub might best serve agricultural producers. Identifying 

specialty farms or special value-added products are possible keys to help define a brand for the 
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County and contribute to the differentiation needed to make food hub products desirable. 

Existing farmers markets and farm stands could also play a role in the way a food hub functions. 

 

4.  Food hub characteristics and services 

Food hubs vary widely in the services and functions they perform. From simple models with 

largely volunteer staff to fully staffed warehouses with processing facilities and trucks for 

distribution – the combination of services and functions is virtually unlimited. The needs of 

producers and consumers are the initial formative elements, but other community 

characteristics can shape the food hub’s form. Activities that include education, community 

service and supporting entrepreneurs have been adopted by other food hubs as part of their 

mission. Equally important factors in planning for a food hub are profitability and sustainability. 

A good business plan that considers start-up costs and funding to sustain the effort are 

invaluable. 

5.  Craft goals, objectives and strategies for the food hub 

 With input from the steering committee, the Plan will offer a set of objectives for the food hub 

and will identify strategies to achieve those objectives. 

 

6.  Recommendations 

This Plan will set the stage to form a food hub by increasing awareness of the benefits, by 

assessing the potential in Portage County, and by researching the functions and services that 

may be offered. Opportunities for funding the next stages of forming a food hub will also be 

researched. 
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Agricultural & Other Characteristics of Portage County 

The plan for a successful food hub needs to be correlated with the agricultural producers and food 

buyers and how they operate in Portage County. A brief description of the major characteristics of 

the county that could influence the type and scope of a food hub are important to understand and 

are described below. Whether the food hub would serve beyond the county boundaries is also a 

subject that needs to be assessed, though that may be a function of its profitability and growth over 

the long term.  

The role agriculture plays in the economic activities of Portage County needs to be quantified as 

well. These types of data are difficult to acquire since business data are often summarized at levels 

besides the county level (such as metropolitan statistical areas) and business classification systems 

like the North American Industrial Classification System (NAICS) have categories that make 

agricultural data somewhat difficult to extract. The informal nature of small farm production can 

also make it harder to track. 

Agriculture in Portage County  

Agricultural data can be accessed from several sources at the county level. The USDA Census of 

Agriculture is done every 5 years. The last census was done in 2007 and questions for the next one 

are scheduled to be mailed in December 2012. So data from this source are now 5 years old and 

new data will not be available until 2013 or later. The Ohio Department of Agriculture, in 

cooperation with USDA, also collects Ohio agricultural data. Most of these statistics are collected at 

the state level, though individual county data are also broadly summarized. 

 

 The Current Agricultural Use Value (CAUV) program, a differential real estate tax assessment 

program which affords owners of farmland the opportunity to have their parcels taxed according to 

their value in agriculture rather than the full market value, is administered by the County Auditor 

and contains some basic data about agricultural parcels in the County. The classification of 

farmland in this program is not rigorous, so summaries derived from it are tentative. For instance 

the January 2012 classification of land in the CUAV program indicates there are no nurseries (Class 

108), though there are several tree farms and nurseries located the county. They are either not 

identified as class 108 or they are not in the CAUV program. 

 

The 2007 Census of Agriculture noted a drop in the 

number of farms in Portage County from 962 in 2002 to 

862 in 2007. The number of farms recorded in the 2010 

Ohio Department of Agricultural Annual Report and 

Statistics was 840. The 2010 annual report cites total cash receipts in 2009 from the marketing of 

farm commodities at $36,631,000. Of those cash receipts, almost 44% were from corn, soybeans, 

wheat, oats and hay. Other crops accounted for 32.5% of the cash receipts for a total close to $12 

million dollars. These data also show the average size farm in Portage County at 94 acres, compared 

to a 183-acre average for the State of Ohio. Average cash receipts per farm in Portage County were 

$43,608 compared to average cash receipts at the state level of $88,507. The 2007 Census showed 

Table 1 2002 2007 2010 
Portage County, 

Number of farms 
962 862 840 
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1,291 farm operators in Portage County, down from 1,463 in 2002. Of the principal farm operators 

(total 862), only 41% considered farming their primary occupation. 

 

Data from Infogroup Reference, USA, was supplied by TeamNEO to help quantify the agricultural 

economy in Portage County. The 2011 NAICS data showed 80 farms with 282 employees and a total 

sales volume of $53.34 million dollars. Businesses classified as “agriculture, forestry, fishing and 

hunting” account for approximately 1% of Portage County’s Gross Regional Product. These data 

however include landscaping, landscape architecture, pet care and veterinary services, so the $53 

million includes sales generated by more businesses than traditional agricultural enterprises. 

 

The primary agricultural targets involved in food hubs are typically small rather than large farms, 

though in some cases the latter may take advantage of the services a food hub offers if they also 

grow or produce items besides major cash crops. The Census of Agriculture indicates over 73% of 

all farms in the county were classified as small farms (less than 100 acres) in 2007. Of the 606 

farms reporting, 240 (almost 40%) of them were between 10 and 49 acres (see Table 2). Current 

Portage County CAUV data indicates only 3 landowners with holdings over 1,000 acres in Portage 

County rather than the 15 shown in Table 2 and CAUV data does not show any farms holdings over 

2,000 acres. The wording of census questions and the fact that some farms may have parcels not 

included in CAUV may account for the discrepancy between the Auditor’s and the Agricultural 

Census data. 

 

Using 2011 CAUV data, farms of less than 100 acres accounted for 

approximately 55,700 acres of land, but of these small farms 17,000 

acres were classified as vacant agricultural land. If land lies fallow for 

more than one year it can be removed from the CAUV program. Of 

the 38,700 acres in productive smaller farms, 32,000 acres are still 

devoted to cash grain crops or are farmed but are classified by the 

Auditor as commercial properties, leaving about 6,700 acres to 

diversified farming activities such as livestock, dairy, fruit and nut 

production, or vegetable farming.  

 

If the formation of a food hub enhances economic opportunities for 

smaller farms, those with vacant agricultural land may be inclined to 

reinvest in productive use of the land. Aspiring farmers need to make 

connections with owners of vacant agricultural property; 

coordination efforts initiated through the food hub could help with 

these connections to foster new farming opportunities. Land banking 

and asset mapping efforts recently begun in Portage County could 

also contribute. 

  

Table 2 

2007 Census of 

Agriculture  

Portage County 

Farm size 

(acres) 

No. of 

farms 

1 - 9 52 

10 - 49 240 

50 - 69 79 

70 - 99 75 

100 - 139 50 

140 - 179 26 

180 - 219 26 

220 - 259 10 

260 - 499 22 

500 - 999 11 

1,000 - 1,999 12 

2,000 + 3 
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Chart 1 – Farm Type 

 

 

The farmers who work these 6,700 acres will be the primary targets for food hub services. 

Additionally, farms in the county that sell value-added commodities, such as wineries, purveyors of 

alpaca fiber products, and goat cheese, honey, and maple syrup producers, may also benefit from a 

food hub. According to the 2007 Census of Agriculture there were 64 such farms at that time and 

the number may be growing as local markets become more accessible and lucrative. Nurseries and 

tree farms are also scattered throughout the county. A recent movement gaining in popularity in 

the United States is the use of local flowers for floral businesses. This may be an untapped aspect of 

agricultural production that Portage County farmers can consider if the demand increases and 

buyers and producers can coordinate their needs. Regulations on wine distribution could make 

distribution of locally produced wines through a food hub somewhat complicated, though short 

term permits would allow limited sampling and selling opportunities. 

 

Hydroponics is another aspect of local agricultural production that can be tapped to provide local 

fresh produce and extend the growing season. This method of growing vegetables is sustainable in 

its efficient use of resources, consuming 70-90% less energy than traditional farming methods. 

Aquaponics is similar to hydroponics, but it is a system that cultivates both plants and aquatic 

animals. Plants are fertilized from the water where fish are raised, creating a symbiotic, re-

circulating system. 

 

A final note regarding food hubs and the products they distribute is the opportunity of branding the 

food sold at the food hub. Some hubs specialize in a limited number of products which are sold 

under their name and which meet rigorous standards to assure quality. Goat cheese, wine and 

maple syrup are specialty products produced in Portage County, but other items could be identified 

and promoted as signature crops or products.  

 

Urban Areas 

As the word hub implies, a food hub is a central location that serves local and/or regional food 

producers. The geographic center of the small farms in Portage County, calculated using Geographic 

Information Systems, puts the mean center southeast of the City of Ravenna. Randolph, Rootstown 

Portage County  
Farms <100 acres 

Cash grain farms 
32,000 acres 

Vacant ag land 
17,000 ac. 

Diversfied farms - 6,700 ac. 

Source:  

Portage County Auditor’s  

CAUV data, January 2012. 
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and Edinburg have the most acreage in small farms, making the area in and near the City of 

Ravenna a suitable location geographically. The availability of appropriate buildings with needed 

features such as parking, loading docks, etc. would have to be researched and would depend on the 

type of food hub that would best serve Portage County producers and consumers. Alternately 

existing infrastructure in Ravenna might also be tapped to coordinate services with a food hub; for 

example a business such as Sirna & Sons Produce with established storage facilities and a truck fleet 

might be used to distribute local farm produce. As the county seat, the City of Ravenna has 

municipal and county government offices, a regional hospital and several schools, including the 

high school, all of which may contribute to the support of a food hub. 

 

Kent has a Natural Foods Co-op on East Main Street downtown that is dedicated to building local 

food networks. This business and the Haymaker Farmers Market that operates on Saturdays in 

Kent may provide excellent contact information for local farmers, may help identify those 

interested in commercial kitchens or those who might benefit otherwise from services a food hub 

could offer. Kent State University is an important asset that helps support many downtown Kent 

businesses, including several restaurants, and also has on campus food services that could benefit 

from a local food hub. 

 

Aurora and Streetsboro are the next largest cities in Portage County. Both are located in the 

northwest corner of the county. These cities have a more suburban atmosphere and less of a small 

town feel, though Aurora has an historic center. The northwest corner of the county is less 

accessible to the majority of small farms. Tallmadge, which is partially located in Portage County, 

has primarily industrial or residential uses that would make this city less suitable for a food hub 

location. However both Streetsboro and Aurora have numerous restaurants, groceries and lodging 

facilities that may be interested in buying and using locally produced farm products. 

 

The villages in Portage County tend to be surrounded by farmland. As potential locations for a food 

hub, they are not quite as central as the City of Ravenna, but several may have facilities that could 

be utilized as a food hub. Most of the villages have restaurants, groceries or other businesses that 

could take advantage of food hub services. Five villages are located in the northern half of the 

county – Garrettsville, Hiram, Mantua, Sugar Bush Knolls, and Windham. Sugar Bush Knolls is a 

small, residential, incorporated area that has no commercial land use. The remaining four have 

quaint, historic downtown areas that may be well-suited to a food hub. Mogadore Village and Brady 

Lake are in the central-southern portion of Portage County. Brady Lake is another largely 

residential community located around Brady Lake; the post office constitutes the town center. 

Mogadore Village is partially in Summit County and it may have facilities that could be considered. 

Weighing the proximity of the food hub’s location to all of the county’s small farms versus other 

factors are issues that need to be reviewed as part of a business plan. 
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Consumers/Buyers 

A food hub can connect a variety of buyers to local farm producers, but the food hub management 

will need to take into account several key considerations to provide effective service to larger 

buyers. First there is a need to educate larger consumers about what local producers offer. Building 

connections between the two groups will help ensure the right amounts and kinds of products, 

properly packaged, are aggregated, enhancing the buyer’s business productivity. The food hub must 

offer convenience; exchanging current practices for new ones – i.e. buying local rather than non-

local products – must make business sense and work within the organization’s typical buying 

procedures. The bureaucracy of larger organizations can make this a difficult hurdle. Traceability 

and food safety are other notable aspects of providing local products to larger scale buyers.  

Educational institutions, hospitals, restaurants, caterers, and grocery stores are typical buyers at 

food hubs around the nation. In some locations, food hubs also serve individual buyers in addition 

to larger scale consumers. Because the response to surveys distributed to institutions and 

businesses during the initial planning process was low, a method to better characterize the needs of 

buyers will be a recommendation of the plan. 

 

Schools:  There are three higher education institutions in Portage County that may be interested in 

buying local foods for food services at their institution. Kent State University in Kent, Hiram Collage 

in Hiram Village and the Northeast Ohio Medical University in Rootstown all have food service 

operations that could take advantage of a food hub if the right services and products are offered. 

Representatives of Kent State and Hiram College are on the steering committee. 

 

There are 11 public school districts each with a high school, middle school and one or more 

elementary schools in Portage County and also the Maplewood Career Center in Ravenna, a career 

school that serves the whole county.  Additionally there are several private and parochial schools. 

The Ohio Farm to School program is part of a national program that strives to “provide youth, pre-K 

through college, with access to nutritious meals, while supporting local farmers and communities. 

This program provides children with fresh, local food, and helps them understand where their food 

comes from and how food choices affect their health, environment and community.” The Ohio State 

University Extension provides guidance for the program, but to date it is not active in Portage 

County. This program could be researched as a potential food hub service. 

 

Hospital:  Robinson Memorial Hospital is located just over a mile north of the City of Ravenna’s 

central business district. The hospital sponsored a farmers market in the past for its employees and 

visitors and their interest in local food production is expanding. A representative of the hospital is 

on the steering committee. 

 

Restaurants and caterers:  The number of restaurants and caterers in Portage County is too long to 

list, but many have an interest in local foods. Coordination of the amount, quality and types of 

products is a key aspect of meeting the needs of restaurants and caterers. Many local chefs work 

within the confines of seasonal produce and adjust their menus to accommodate the availability of 

produce. Larger, chain restaurants have little flexibility in their menus, but are willing to work with 
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local producers if the product and amounts meet their standards. Food safety is a key issue for 

these consumers. 

 

Individuals: While farm markets, cooperative markets and CSAs are common ways to connect local 

food producers with residents of the community, a food hub can also serve this purpose. The food 

hub would have to function in a way that would enhance other initiatives rather than compete with 

them. 

 

Existing food service infrastructure in Portage County and vicinity 

For start-up food hubs, the literature suggests taking advantage of existing infrastructure to avoid 

large, initial capital investments that may be too costly to support over the long term. Some types of 

businesses that may provide infrastructure that a food hub could take advantage of are produce 

wholesalers, food distribution companies, and wholesale frozen food companies. Three wholesale 

produce companies are listed in the Internet Yellow Pages near Ravenna – Kent Produce, Meduri 

Brothers Produce and Sirna & Sons Produce. Sirna & Sons is participating on the steering 

committee for the food hub and has supplied valuable insight about the food distribution process. 

Several other food service companies operate within northeast Ohio (Table 3). 

 

Table 3 

Food Services 
Facilities Location 

Service 
area Services 

Albert Guarnieri Warren Regional Wholesale food distributor 

Meduri Brothers Ravenna Local   

Northern Ohio 
Terminal 

Cleveland Regional 
Bulk sales w/market, cold 
storage, warehouses, 4.5-acre 
facility 

Ohio Farmers 
Foodservice 

Cleveland Regional 

Food distribution center 
w/freezer, cooler and dry 
storage; test kitchen for 
customer training and 
quality-testing, 13-acre 
facility 

Produce Packing, Inc. Cleveland Regional 
Package fresh produce; focus 
on organic, year-round 
operation 

Sirna & Sons Produce Ravenna Regional 
Distribute to institutions, 
stores 

UniPro Foodservice 
Inc. 

  National 
Largest food service 
distribution cooperative in 
the US 

 

The Portage Local Food Project has been researching opportunities to open a commercial kitchen in 

the Kent area. To date kitchens at Kent Social Services, Kent State University and a church have 
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been considered and the Social Services kitchen already has permits in place. The Portage Local 

Food Project has a Facebook page where members share information about events.  

 

Regionally the Northside Farmers Market in Youngstown and the Ohio City neighborhood in 

Cleveland are planning to establish shared use commercial kitchens in their respective locations. 

The Lake to River Food Cooperative in Vienna, Ohio, is a group of people working to make 

connections between local farmers and consumers. Their initial efforts are aimed at delivering 

locally grown apples to schools in the region. Members include food growers, retail buyers and 

institutional buyers such as hospitals and schools. “Blue Sky Green Fields” is a business that serves 

northeast Ohio and specializes in online ordering of local and organic produce, though it will ship 

conventionally-grown items when local products are not available.  

 

As mentioned in the description of Portage County’s agriculture (page 5), hydroponics and 

aquaponics offer the opportunity to grow some types of produce year-round. Great Lakes Growers, 

in Burton, Ohio, Geauga County, has a 17,000 sq. ft. greenhouse where lettuce, herbs and micro-

greens are grown hydroponically. R.O. Apelt Sons Inc., located in Cleveland, has greenhouse and 

hydroponically grown produce. There is a start-up aquaponics business, Ecoponics, in Kent as well. 

 

 

Farm markets, farmers markets, and Community Supported Agriculture (CSAs) 

A food hub should be created as a complimentary effort to local markets that sell produce and 

products directly to consumers. Some food hubs, such as the Local Roots Market & Café in Wooster, 

Ohio, combine direct marketing to consumers with other services. Local Roots runs a café and 

provides rented shelf space for local products in addition to taking orders for produce online. 

Others hubs have large scale, organized aggregation/distribution systems that distinguish them 

from local farm markets aimed at smaller purchases made by individuals.  

 

At present there are several farmers markets held in Portage County; most are open once per week 

and only during warmer months with the exception of the Haymaker Farmers Market in Kent which 

opens in the colder months at Kent Roosevelt High School. Locations of the farmers markets include 

Brimfield, Garrettsville, Hiram, Kent and Deerfield. Randolph’s market was discontinued for 2012; 

however, Kent’s Haymaker Farmers Market is beginning its 20th year in operation. The City of 

Ravenna received a grant in 2012 to start a farmers’ market downtown. May 2012 marked the 

opening of that weekly effort, which will continue through the growing season. For farmers, the 

need to balance the time spent on the farm against time spent travelling to farmers markets to sell 

their products can create logistical difficulties. A food hub could help resolve that issue for some 

farmers without negating the advantages of farmers’ markets and the direct contact between the 

farmers and their customers. 

 

There are 18 markets located on farms that sell directly to consumers in the county that appeared 

on the Ohio State University Extension brochure on farm markets in 2012, though that number 

represents only a portion of the direct marketing efforts made by Portage County farmers. 
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Additionally 4 vineyards/wineries, 3 farms that specialize in cheese, and numerous livestock farms 

are listed, though the list is not exhaustive. 

 

Community Supported Agriculture programs connect local producers with individuals by pre-

selling products ahead of the growing season. Individuals who invest receive weekly packages of 

seasonal products from the farmer over the course of the growing season. The pre-season 

investment helps farmers with their costs and eliminates the need for them to travel to numerous 

farm markets to sell products. Such programs typically create a personal connection between the 

farmer and the consumers that benefits both parties. Five farms in Portage County with CSAs are 

listed on the Ecovian website (http://www.ecovian.com/ravenna-oh), an online green city guide 

created by members dedicated to living a sustainable lifestyle. The list on the Ecovian website is 

probably not indicative of all Portage County farms engaged in CSA programs.  

 

Another initiative that could coordinate easily with a food hub is being explored by Portage 

Industries, a non-profit agency dedicated to helping the disabled engage in meaningful work. That 

organization already initiated an agricultural/garden program that involves its workers in the 

growing and preparation of what is grown. They are also interested in starting a bulk food store to 

provide jobs for disabled workers. Either or both of these initiatives could be natural fits as 

collaborative partners in a food hub. 

 

Other local and regional food initiatives  

The 25% Shift, a report that identifies the benefits of food localization for northeast Ohio1, 

discusses numerous farmers markets, urban farm initiatives and other programs in Cleveland, 

Cuyahoga County, Youngstown, Mahoning County, Wooster, Wayne County and Oberlin. A notable 

aspect of these initiatives is the cooperative nature of the programs – community development 

agencies, businesses, universities and medical institutions working together to improve access to 

local foods. A complete list is available in the report, but several programs are listed below as 

examples: 
 

 City Fresh is program of the Oberlin New Agrarian Center which sets up neighborhood 

distribution and nutrition-education centers called “Fresh Steps.” One of the Cleveland 

hospitals sponsors a Fresh Steps center.  

 Common Wealth, a community development agency in Youngstown, bought an apartment 

complex in the city with plans to establish a retail food cooperative, a worker-owned 

restaurant and a shared-use kitchen incubator. 

 FarmShare works with local farmers to distribute fresh produce to employees of downtown 

Cleveland businesses and several larger local corporations near the city. 

                                                           
1 The 25% Shift: The Benefits of Food Localization in Northeast Ohio & How to Realize Them, by Brad 

Masi, Leslie Schaller, and Michael H. Shuman, December 2010; Sponsored by Cleveland Foundation, 
ParkWorks, Kent State University Cleveland Urban Design Collaborative, Neighborhood Progress Inc., 
Cleveland-Cuyahoga County Food Policy Coalition. 

(http://www.neofoodweb.org/sites/default/files/resources/the25shift-foodlocalizationintheNEOregion.pdf) 
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 The Greenfield Cooperative serves Amish farmers, helping to distribute their products in 

northeast Ohio, Pittsburgh and Chicago. They have their own brand, Greenfield Farms. 

 The Wayne County Commissioners, non-profit organizations, extension education leaders, 

agricultural finance experts and local cooperatives together make up the Ag Success Team of 

Wayne County. This informal network promotes information sharing and collaboration to 

strengthen Wayne County’s agricultural sector. 

 The Ohio Market Maker website connects buyers with quality sources of food from farms 

and fisheries in Ohio (http://oh.marketmaker.uiuc.edu/). 

 

As mentioned earlier, the Local Roots Market & Café and Wooster Local Food Cooperative in 

Wooster, Ohio, have both producer and consumer members. The organization provides centralized 

pick-up of goods that are purchased online and indoor space to extend the local farmers’ market. A 

community kitchen is available for preparing foods for sale and they operate a café and bakery that 

source locally.  

 

The Mahoning Valley Agribusiness Focus Group strives to educate its residents and businesses 

about the benefits that result from using local agricultural resources. Their website has an online 

guide to locally grown foods and farm products, a farm market map and a calendar of events related 

to farms and gardening. The Lake to River Food Cooperative, Vienna, Ohio, has a food hub and is 

exploring the establishment of a commercial kitchen.   

 

Since 1995, The Center for Innovative Food Technology (CIFT) in Toledo has provided technical 

innovations and solutions to the food processing, agribusiness, and agricultural sectors 

(http://ciftinnovation.org/). These services are designed to enhance the economic performance of 

the food processing and agricultural sectors and create new jobs within the industry. There are 

numerous other organizations devoted to promoting locally grown foods such as the National Good 

Food Network (http://www.wallacecenter.org/our-work/current-initiatives/ngfn) and Crossroads 

Resource Center (http://www.crcworks.org/) and USDA’s Agricultural Marketing Service 

(http://www.ams.usda.gov/AMSv1.0/). 

 

Summary of Portage County Agricultural Characteristics 

Although the average farm size in Portage County was slightly below 100 acres in 2010, most farms 

fall between 10 and 50 acres (2007 Agricultural Census). Of the 10 farmers who responded to the 

Food Hub Survey for Producers distributed in Summer 2012, all but one were 50 acres or less and 4 

were 10 acres or less. Approximately 6,700 acres were identified through CAUV classification as 

active farmland devoted to diversified crops, as opposed to cash grain crops.  

Respondents to the Food Hub Survey for Producers indicated they grow a variety of items including 

vegetables, greens, herbs, garlic, fruits, small grains, mushrooms, berries, flowers; they raise 

chickens, pigs and cattle for meat; and they produce many value-added items such as maple syrup, 

honey, apple butter, dried beans, and natural cold creams and soaps. Most producers responded 

they can adjust the produce they grow to accommodate demand. Diversity seems to be the adjective 

most applicable to Portage County’s smaller farms.  

http://www.wallacecenter.org/our-work/current-initiatives/ngfn
http://www.crcworks.org/
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Many of the farmers answered that they already participate in local farmers markets, deliver 

directly to customers, or distribute through wholesalers. Farm stands are popular throughout 

Portage County. Existing food cooperatives in Kent and in Youngstown also improve consumers’ 

access to local foods. The food hub must coordinate rather than compete with the existing food 

infrastructure. Further information needs to be collected about the adequacy of existing systems to 

meet small farmers’ distribution needs.  
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Food Hub Characteristics & Operation Options 

Food Hub definitions 

The following definitions of a food hub are found on websites that collect and disseminate 

information about food hubs around the United States. The definitions vary, some emphasizing the 

business management structure of the activity and others the distribution aspect. All emphasize the 

importance of local and regional products to the system. 

“A centrally located facility with a business management structure facilitating the aggregation, 

storage, processing, distribution and or marketing of locally/regionally produced food products.”2  

“An integrated food distribution system that coordinates agricultural production and the 

aggregation, storage, processing, distribution, and marketing of locally or regionally produced food 

products.”3 

“A business or organization that actively manages the aggregation, distribution, and marketing of 

source-identified food products primarily from local and regional producers for the purpose of 

strengthening producer capacity and access to wholesale, retail, and institutional markets. Food 

hubs have positive economic, social and environmental impacts in their communities, and fill a 

critical gap in regional food systems.”4  

Core components of a Food Hub 5 

The USDA PowerPoint presentation, “Regional Food Hubs: Understanding the scope and scale of food 

hub operations,” presents a summary of the primary components of a food hub. In general a food 

hub provides: 

1. Aggregation and distribution 

2. Active coordination  

3. Permanent facilities  

4. Other services  

The functions and services a food hub provides should meet the needs of both the producers and 

buyers and its services may grow or evolve over time to meet new demands. The financial 

sustainability of a food hub is a key element of planning and business management. 

1. Aggregation and Distribution 

                                                           
2 USDA PowerPoint presentation “Regional Food Hubs: Understanding the scope and scale of food hub 

operations,” Jim Barham, USDA Marketing Service. 
3 “California Network of Regional Food Hubs, a Vision Statement and Strategic Implementation Plan,” Regional 

Food Hub Advisory Council, September 2010 (http://www.ngfn.org/resources/ngfn-
database/knowledge/CA%20Net%20of%20Reg%20Food%20Hubs%20VISION%20PAPER%20.pdf). 

4
 National Good Food Network, Resources, (http://www.ngfn.org/resources/food-hubs#section-1) 

5 USDA PowerPoint presentation “Regional Food Hubs: Understanding the scope and scale of food hub 
operations,” Jim Barham, USDA Marketing Service. 
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A food hub functions as a drop off point for multiple farmers and a pick up point for 

distribution firms and customers that want to buy source-identified local and regional food. 

The way the aggregation process is accomplished can vary widely. Producers can bring 

items to the food hub or the food hub can use trucks, its own or another entity’s, to collect 

products. Purchasing and using trucks to collect products must be managed as a business 

venture, which requires a significant and continuing investment. 

The distribution of the products is closely tied to the needs of the consumers. In some cases 

the consumers go to the food hub to pick up the products they have ordered. Consumers 

could be either businesses or individuals, depending on the purpose of the food hub. Some 

food hubs utilize online ordering for members, listing the available products and quantities. 

Close monitoring of the website would be necessary to avoid more orders than there is 

product. Members pick up the products at the food hub. In other food hub systems, the 

products are delivered to the consumers/buyers.  

2. Active Coordination 

The food hub business management team actively coordinates supply chain logistics, 

including seeking markets for producers and coordinating efforts with distributors, 

processors and buyers. Coordination would include identifying the amounts and kinds of 

products that need to be aggregated for one or more consumers. Having a wide number of 

producers over a broad geographic range can help even out potential problems in the 

production system – for example, if one farm’s crop is damaged by storms, another can meet 

the buyers’ demands. 

Pre-planning prior to the growing season to assure the correct types and amounts of 

produce are available is critical to the coordination process. The management team needs to 

be in contact with buyers to understand processing and/or packaging requirements and the 

amounts needed. If a product like lettuce is to be prepared and served by the buyer, the 

need for pre-processing may be minimal, but the packaging to get the lettuce to the buyer in 

good shape without bruising and while it is fresh are important to good service. For retail 

sales, a clean product, correctly packaged in the desired quantities, will be critical. Some 

food hubs train their producers to sort, grade, pack and store their products on their farms, 

a situation that requires oversight and enforcement on the part of the food hub 

management team. Other hubs do the washing, sorting and packaging at the food hub. In 

some cases the pre-processing of products is minimal and in other situations is more 

extensive. 

Uniformity and quality control can be major issues in more formal distribution structures. 

Several food hubs have created their own product label and products bearing the label must 

meet strict quality guidelines. A significant amount of time can be spent educating and 

enforcing quality standards, but products that meet high standards differentiate the product 

and typically allow higher prices to be charged. Also, the use of organic and Integrated Pest 

Management (IPM) techniques can differentiate food hub products, allowing higher price 
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margins. The “Ohio Proud” label and/or locally-oriented labeling serve to identify  and 

brand locally grown or produced items. 

In all cases product traceability is a major issue for buyers. Some food hubs mark products 

with codes to identify the producer. The origin of the product can be a marketing tool; for 

example, a restaurant or grocery store can display signs about the local farm that provided 

seasonal produce. Traceability helps assure the quality and safety of foods being marketed. 

Another important aspect of coordinating services offered by a food hub can be setting 

prices. The food hub staff acts as the negotiator between farmers and buyers to set prices. In 

many cases a percentage of the commodity price is used to support the food hub. 

3. Permanent Facilities 

A food hub typically provides the space for products to be aggregated and stored. However, 

depending on its functions, it may also provide equipment to process, pack, and palletize 

items for distribution. Some food hubs have employees who actually do the processing and 

packing. A permanent facility also provides an opportunity to extend the season of local 

outdoor markets. 

4. Other Services 

A food hub can have wholesale and retail vending space, can maintain food processing 

equipment, or can offer space for health and social service programs or community 

meetings. Freezer facilities can help extend the season for local produce if buyers are 

interested in frozen products. Some food hubs have specialized in a limited number of 

products and their distribution, filling a niche market, supplying a quality product and 

allowing efforts to be concentrated rather than widely diversified.  

 

Operational details of food hubs 

In the report, Moving Food along the Value Chain: Innovations in Regional Food Distribution, authors 

Adam Diamond and James Barham, both of the Marketing Services Division of USDA6, identified 

four themes that are important in the operational structure of a food hub:  
 

1. The level of investment in infrastructure should match the organization’s stage of 

development and marketing capacities. The study suggests the initial stages of a food hub 

should be characterized by creative use of limited resources, heavy volunteer input and 

informality. However, as the enterprise grows, paid staff, a greater investment in 

infrastructure and a more formal business structure may be required to meet the demands 

of producers and buyers. In some cases, use of existing assets should be considered to 

achieve the objectives of the food hub. 
 

                                                           
6  Moving Food along the Value Chain: Innovations in Regional Food Distribution, Adam Diamond, 

Agricultural Marketing Specialist, James Barham, Economist, Marketing Services Division, USDA, March 
2012. 
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2. Value chain managers must ensure identity preservation from farm to market as a way to 

establish marketing claims and improve negotiating position with buyers. Educating 

producers in Good Agricultural Practices (GAPs) and helping with GAP certification can be a 

role of the food hub team, however this is time-consuming and involves enforcement, which 

can outweigh market benefits. 
 

3. Distribution entities using informal producer networks can adapt to the constantly shifting 

demands of diversified, niche food markets. The report indicates it is better and more 

profitable to produce for the market rather than try to market what you produce. Methods 

of balancing supply and demand can be formidable – crops are subject to weather problems 

or insect damage. A small number of farmers cannot fill the gap if one producer fails, but a 

larger number of producers over wider geographic area can reduce the risk of production 

shortfalls. Some products may require a more formal network to meet demands. 
 

4. Non-profits and cooperatives can play key roles in value chain development, but should 

recognize the organization’s competencies and play to its strengths. 

 

See Table 4 for a summary of food hub service options that range from informal to highly 

formalized business structures. 

 

Common features of food hubs 7:  

Food hubs: 

1. Seek to improve the economic welfare of small-scale farms within a specific geographic 

area. 

2. Combine traditional business strategies with social missions. 

3. Move beyond direct-to-consumer marketing activities, yet incorporate the basic principle of 

building more direct connections between producers and consumers. 

4. Balance short-term needs and long-term strategies. 

5. Provide high quality products to develop a solid position in the marketplace. 

6. Take time to develop, market and sell differentiated products (products that are unique or 

different in some way), which can result in higher prices for producers and opens access to 

new markets. 

7. Develop personal relationships between producers and distribution businesses to enhance 

food hub business management. 

 

  

                                                           
7  Moving Food along the Value Chain: Innovations in Regional Food Distribution, Adam Diamond, 

Agricultural Marketing Specialist, James Barham, Economist, Marketing Services Division, USDA, March 
2012. 
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Table 4 – Food Hub Service Alternatives 

 
Low 

investment    
High 

investment 

Products Unprocessed, 
minimally 
aggregated 
produce to 
meet buyer 
needs 

Products 
washed, 
packaged to 
meet buyers 
needs 

Use of 
integrated 
pest 
management 
or organic 
production 
techniques to 
differentiate 
products 

Specialized 
products with 
branding 

  

Product preparation No 
preparation, 
strictly up to 
producer to 
deliver 
product as 
needed 

Producers are 
certified GAP; 
product 
quality 
control and 
packaging (if 
necessary) up 
to producer 

Food hub has 
food prep 
facilities for 
producers to 
prepare 
product for 
sale by food 
hub or others 

Food hub has 
food prep 
facilities for use 
by food hub staff 
to prepare or 
package 
products 

  

Food hub facility No  facility -- 
online only 

Facility for 
management, 
no 
warehousing, 
storage, etc. 

Facility for 
product 
delivery and 
distribution; 
wholesale 
and/or retail 

Facility to 
warehouse, 
store and 
distribute via 
trucks 

Facility to 
aggregate, 
process, 
package 
products, then 
distribute 

Aggregation & 
Distribution  

Producers 
bring product 
to food hub;  
product sold 
at food hub 

Food hub 
trucks pick-
up and bring 
products to 
food hub; 
product sold 
at food hub  

Food hub 
trucks pick-
up and bring 
products to 
food hub; 
products 
picked up by 
consumers 

Producers bring 
product to food 
hub and  
food hub trucks 
deliver to 
consumers 

Food hub 
trucks pick up 
and deliver 
products 

Management All volunteers Limited hired 
management 
+ volunteers 

    Paid staff 

Funding -  
Start-up costs 

Grant, 
donations 

Business loan Membership 
fees 

Combination of 
funding sources 

  

 

 

Food Hub Examples 

There are many other examples of food hubs across the United States. Some have been in operation 

for 20 years with formalized aggregation and distribution networks and others operate more 

informally with an emphasis on community services. Some notable examples are featured in USDA’s 
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Moving Food along the Value Chain: Innovations in Regional Food Distribution 8, including the 

following description of Red Tomato in Boston: 

 

The Red Tomato in Boston originally started with trucks and a distribution warehouse, but this 

business set-up proved to be financially untenable. They no longer own the distribution 

infrastructure; rather they coordinate and broker producer/consumer interactions. They 

specialize in a particular apple variety that has become their signature product, accounting for 

half their trading volume. Storage of the apples has helped them through seasonal production 

limitations. One distinguishing feature of their products is the use of Integrated Pest 

Management (IPM) techniques, a technique that falls somewhat short of rigorous organic 

standards, which are difficult to meet for fruit production, but which provide a less chemically-

oriented growing process. IPM helps growers differentiate their product and helps with 

branding the product. Most of their products (75%) are shipped to Whole Foods and Trader 

Joe’s, but the organization is looking to diversify its customer base. 

 

Athens County in southern Ohio has formed the Appalachian Center for Economic Networks 

(ACEnet) (www.acenetworks.org). They developed their Regional Flavor program to link food 

entrepreneurs with artisans and entrepreneurs in tourism-related businesses through a meta-

cluster, with the hope that they would, through dozens of collaborative projects, “develop a 

distinctive and attractive sense of the region”9. The Food We Love marketing campaign brands 

regional products under its name, allowing small businesses to pool resources to increase 

recognition of regional foods and to increase marketing impact. The program also runs the ACEnet 

Kitchen Incubator facility. Three years in the making, the kitchen is a 12,000 square foot space that 

had previously been a mattress warehouse. It has approximately 3,000 square feet of processing 

space, with one room for bottling jarred products, another with ovens, stoves and preparation 

tables, and two smaller spaces for drying and cooling products. The Kitchen Incubator initiative 

hopes to impact the local, rural economy by combining low-cost access to equipment with three 

other key services:  

1.  Identifying needs of entrepreneurs and working with others in the community to create 

new services to meet those needs; 

2.  Building networks among entrepreneurs so they begin to collaborate to gain economies of 

scale; 

3.  Providing innovation services and market access so that entrepreneurs generate substantial 

sales and profits.  

The Kitchen Incubator has food scientists from universities and consulting businesses to address 

food safety and preparation/preservation methods. 

 

                                                           
8
  Moving Food along the Value Chain: Innovations in Regional Food Distribution, Adam Diamond, 

Agricultural Marketing Specialist, James Barham, Economist, Marketing Services Division, USDA, March 
2012. 

9
  Entrepreneurship with a Regional Flavor, Appalachian Center for Economic Networks, June Holley, not 

dated, (http://www.acenetworks.org/warehouse/Regional%20Flavor%20June.pdf). 

http://www.acenetworks.org/
http://www.acenetworks.org/warehouse/Regional%20Flavor%20June.pdf
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Good Natured Family Farms (GNFF) in Bronson, Kansas, was featured in a report published by 

the Wallace Center at Winrock International titled, Innovative Models: Small Grower and Retailer 

Collaborations, Good Natured Family Farms and Ball Food Stores10. The endeavor was started as a 

single family farm in the late 1990s, but evolved into a cooperative to sell all-natural beef. It 

diversified and eventually created their own umbrella brand to differentiate products and 

command somewhat higher prices. They work with single large retailer, Balls Food Stores. GNFF is 

structured as “a loose alliance” of farm clusters, cooperatives and independent farmers committed 

to making a living through sustainable farming. Good Natured Family Farms facilitates price 

negotiations between farmers and retailers. Quality control and the need for uniformity demand a 

more formal structure and someone to enforce standards and coordinate interactions. The 

organization benefits from having a wide numbers of producers; if one leaves the alliance or there 

is some production glitch there are others to fill orders. GNFF also works to keep a steady supply of 

organic beef processed; they use their own facility to do so.  
 

The farm alliance has developed distribution efficiencies by using Balls Food Store’s central 

warehouse to collect, repack and distribute to individual stores. Some farmers bring products 

directly to the warehouse, while others have formed a group and deliver the groups’ products to the 

warehouse.  

 

Numerous other examples of food hubs are featured in the USDA PowerPoint presentation 

“Regional Food Hubs: Understanding the scope and scale of food hub operations,” by Jim Barham, 

USDA Marketing Service at 

http://www.ams.usda.gov/AMSv1.0/getfile?dDocName=STELPRDC5090409.  

  

                                                           
10

  Innovative Models: Small Grower and Retailer Collaborations, Good Natured Family Farms and Ball Food 
Stores, 2008, (http://wallacecenter.org/our-work/Resource-Library/Innovative-
Models/GNFF_Innovative_Model.pdf). 

http://www.ams.usda.gov/AMSv1.0/getfile?dDocName=STELPRDC5090409
http://wallacecenter.org/our-work/Resource-Library/Innovative-Models/GNFF_Innovative_Model.pdf
http://wallacecenter.org/our-work/Resource-Library/Innovative-Models/GNFF_Innovative_Model.pdf
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Food Hub Organization & Funding Options 

 

Food Hub Organization 

A food hub frequently combines both business and community service functions and its 

organization can affect the way services are provided. A food hub can be a for-profit, non-profit, 

cooperative or public/private organization and its status can have a direct bearing on the types of 

funding available to support it and the management needed to keep it going. The positive and 

negative aspects of each type of organization must be considered in relation to the general purpose 

of the food hub and the participants’ needs (see Table 5).  

 

Greater investments in infrastructure require a steady stream of income and a more business-like 

approach to management. Balancing the seasonal nature of the business is also a challenge. Some 

food hubs store or freeze products to meet the year-round demand, but this approach generates the 

need for year-round staffing. In a recent discussion with the director and staff of Portage Industries, 

a suggestion was made to develop a bulk food store. A bulk-food store, less reliant on the seasonal 

products, would be a way to extend the food hub’s business opportunities, meet year-round 

demand, provide employment opportunities for disabled residents and create new outlets for local 

products such as herbs and spices or grains. 

 

In general, there seems to be some merit in the idea of a food hub that starts with a simpler, 

informal, low investment strategy. Such an approach allows the opportunity for the organization to 

evolve into a more formal, higher investment business based on the demands and needs of 

producers and buyers/consumers. 

 

Funding food hubs  

Financial sustainability is a major factor in planning for a food hub. Many food hubs are started with 

grant funds, but viability of the enterprise can be threatened when the grant ends. A national study 

of food hubs done by USDA11 showed the types of funding most often used, though many rely on a 

variety of funding sources.  

1. Food hub services (80%) 

2. Membership fees (32%) 

3. Foundation funding (29%) 

4. Business/personal loans (21%) 

5. In-kind support (21%) Note: this category was much higher at start-up for some 

organizations 

6. Individual donations (21%) 

Government funding, business and organization donations and owner or member capital 

contributions were also identified as sources of funding for food hubs. 

 

                                                           
11 USDA PowerPoint presentation “Regional Food Hubs: Understanding the scope and scale of food hub 

operations,” Jim Barham, USDA Marketing Service. 
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The USDA National Institute of Food And Agriculture lists grant opportunities applicable to local 

foods and agriculture on their website, http://www.nifa.usda.gov/business/business.html. A table 

of potential grants that might be used to create a business plan for a food hub or that may be used 

to open a food hub is included in Appendix B. Partnering with other organizations, such as a higher 

education institution or a non-profit group, may be a strategy depending on the nature and purpose 

of grants.  

 

Federal and state grants can require highly formalized structures for financial reporting, which 

needs to be taken into account when applying for grants. The organization that is applying must 

have the proper mechanism for meeting the grant requirements. Less formal grants are also an 

option. The competitive nature of many grants and the increasing budget constraints on 

organizations that offer grants, makes grant-writing a somewhat tentative way to fund activities. It 

must be approached as a temporary measure to fund a specific stage of the food hub operation. The 

goal over the long run must be to create an economically viable source of income to support the 

operations of a food hub.  

 

http://www.nifa.usda.gov/business/business.html
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Table 5 – Food Hub Business Organization Alternatives 

Business 
Organization 

Non-profit (501c3) Cooperative For profit 
Public/private 
partnerships 

Characteristics         

  

Public charity Owned, operated by 
group of producers 
and/or buyers 

Function is to 
generate profits 
for stakeholders 

Must generate 
public interest in 
investing in local ag 
economy 

  

Advances a 
social/environmental 
mission 

Profits distributed 
to members 

 Example: 
Government may 
own facility and 
private company 
may operate as 
tenant 

  

Profits invested in the 
mission i.e. education, 
support for farmers 

Board of directors     

Advantages         

  

Eligible for federal 
income tax exemption 

Encourages effort 
and support of 
growers to make the 
venture a success 

Can pursue 
business 
strategies that 
generate more 
profits 

Can use public 
funding for 
equipment or 
buildings 

  

Exempt from state and 
local taxes 

Created to serve a 
need 

More likely to 
attract investors 

Public/private mix 
may help withstand 
less profitable times 

  

Donations from 
contributors are tax 
deductible 

Can take advantage 
of economies of 
scale 

    

  

Eligible for public and 
private grants 

Eliminates 
middleman for cost 
saving 

    

  

Legal entity with 
mission above 
personal interests of 
individuals  

Can become price 
makers, not takers; 
gives price control 
to members 

    

  

Limited liability; 
founders, directors, 
etc. not responsible for 
debts 

Create and support 
markets for 
alternative products 

    

  

Reinvested profits 
educate and 
strengthen local ag 
community 

      

     

    
(continued on next 

page) 
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(Table 5 
continued) 

Business 
Organization 

Non-profit (501c3) Cooperative For profit 
Public/private 
partnerships 

Disadvantages         

  

Costly and time-
consuming to create 

Group decision-
making can be slow, 
less effective 

Often ineligible 
for grants 

Advantages of the 
partnership must 
be documented for 
government 
involvement 

  

Need detailed record-
keeping; submit 
annual filings for 
status 

Need continued 
member support  
and commitment 

Higher tax rate Subject to 
governmental 
budget vagaries 

  

Shared control, subject 
to articles of 
incorporation, bylaws 

 Must answer to 
stakeholders and 
turn profit 

  

  

Public scrutiny, 
finances open to public 

      

  
Need liability 
insurance 

      

          

Sources: 

  

Grants Space, A Service of 
the Foundation Center 

http://www.grantspace.
org/Tools/Knowledge-
Base/Nonprofit-
Management/Establishm
ent/Pros-and-cons 

How to Start a 
Cooperative, USDA 
Rural Development, 

Cooperative 
Information Report 7 

http://www.familyfar
med.org/wp-
content/uploads/2012
/01/IllinoisFoodHubG
uide-final.pdf 

Building Successful 
Food Hubs, 

University of Illinois 
Business Innovation 

Services 
http://www.familyf
armed.org/wp-
content/uploads/20
12/01/IllinoisFood
HubGuide-final.pdf 

http://www.familyfar
med.org/wp-
content/uploads/201
2/01/IllinoisFoodHub
Guide-final.pdf 
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Goals, Objectives & Strategies for Forming a Food Hub in Portage County 

 

Through the planning process and with the insights of the Steering Committee, the group created a 

set of objectives related to the establishment a food hub. To reiterate, the goal of planning for and 

creating a food hub is: 
 

… to foster collaboration between agricultural producers and consumers in order to enhance 

the distribution of local foods and local value-added food products, to mutually benefit all 

parties and to promote healthy, sustainable food systems. 
 

The following table, Table 6, lists the primary objectives of creating a food hub, as well as the 

strategies and potential partners to achieve those objectives. 
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Table 6 – Objectives, Strategies & Actions 

Objectives of Creating  
a Food Hub 

Strategies Actions 
Implementation 
groups/agencies 

1. Educate consumers, buyers, 
businesses about the benefits 
of local foods 

Demonstrate the importance of the 
agricultural economy to the vitality 
of Portage County 

1. Use the food hub to build 
community by offering classes 
and demonstrations that 
emphasize the advantages of 
buying and using local products 

2. Work with existing local 
commercial kitchens or farmers 
markets to coordinate buyer 
needs, marketing efforts, etc. 

3. Present the benefits of 
agriculture production on local 
economy to business leaders 

4. Work with local schools to 
educate students about local 
food benefits (Ohio Farm to 
School) 

Food hub manager 
OSU Extension 
Local restaurants/chefs 
Commercial kitchens 
Farm market managers 
Farm Bureau 
Local farmers 
Portage County Regional 

Planning Commission 

Demonstrate the health 
advantages of local foods 

Continued on next page
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(Table 6 continued) 

Objectives of Creating  
a Food Hub 

Strategies Actions 
Implementation 
groups/agencies 

2. Increase the use and 
marketing of local foods 

Enhance availability of and 
access to local foods  

 

1. Establish ties with local 
chambers, visitors bureaus, 
farmers market managers, etc. 
to coordinate and promote local 
products and farms 

2. Coordinate with farmers 
markets and commercial 
kitchens to market products 

3. Work with Farm Bureau and 
other agencies that serve the 
agricultural community to 
establish connections and 
involvement 

Business plan creator; 
Food hub manager; 
Chambers of Commerce; 
Visitors Bureaus; 
Local economic 

development leaders, 
Portage Development 
Board 

Farm Bureau 
Local farmers 
 

Promote the agricultural 
community of Portage County 
 

Encourage entrepreneurship 
through interaction of businesses 
associated with marketing local 
foods and developing value-
added products 

 Work to establish a “brand” for a 
food hub 

1. Characterize Portage County’s 
agricultural community; 

2. Establish a strong local identity 
for the food hub with respect to 
its products and producers, 
which may include labeling, 
signs, other marketing 
materials 

3. Develop slogan/marketing 
campaign 

4. Use “Buy Ohio” or other 
regional/local promotional 
materials 

Visioning in Portage; 
Higher education 

marketing, design and 
business faculty and 
students; 

Regional economic 
development agencies  

Local farmers and 
producers 

Local produce and product 
buyers 

Portage Development Board 

Continued on next page
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(Table 6 continued) 

Objectives of Creating  
a Food Hub 

Strategies Actions 
Implementation 
groups/agencies 

3. Support smaller agricultural 
producers 

Provide coordination among 
small scale producers – between 
each other and to the larger 
community 

1. Hire a food hub manager to 
establish links between 
producers and buyers and to 
provide for planning between 
seasons 

2. Consider a cooperative business 
organization for the food hub 
that provides the incentive to 
work together, make decisions 
that benefit all members 

3. Establish the methodology to 
trace food hub products as 
needed  

4. Train local producers in 
accepted best practices for food 
handling to assure food safety 

 

Business plan creator; 
Food hub manager 
KSU Cooperative 

Development Center; 
OSU Extension Service; 
Farm Bureau 
Local farmers 
Local produce and product 

buyers 

Establish links between 
producers and consumers 

Provide pre-season planning as 
part of food hub services 

Determine need for GAP 
certification and other food safety 
issues, including traceability 

 

Continued on next page
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(Table 6 continued) 

Objectives of Creating  
a Food Hub 

Strategies Actions 
Implementation 
groups/agencies 

4. Spur economic revitalization 
by strengthening ties 
between the “urban” 
economy and the 
agricultural economy by 
establishing the food hub as 
a viable business venture 

Determine which product(s) 
should form the basis of the food 
hub effort 

1. Interviews, surveys with 
producers and 
buyers/consumers  

 

Business plan creator 
Local farmers 
Local produce consumers 

and buyers 
Portage Industries 
 

Examine ways to aggregate and 
distribute goods to fill needs 

1. Identify potential partners such 
as local food service businesses, 
school food service directors, 
distributors, other cooperatives, 
etc. 

2. Identify other potential 
partners, such as freezer or 
storage facilities 

3. Work with Portage Industries 
regarding employment 
opportunities for the disabled 

Gauge need for processing or 
packaging at a central facility 

1. Determine the need for GAP 
certification, traceability 

2. Examine possibilities for other 
services at food hub such as 
kitchen, dryers, packaging 
equipment and/or coordinate 
with existing processing 
facilities 

Develop a viable business plan for 
the food hub 

Create a business plan To be determined 
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Food Hub Surveys  

While the surveys were done as a secondary aspect of the plan for creating a food hub in Portage 

County and the responses to the survey were low, the results provided some insight in to the 

possible needs the food hub may serve.  

 

Producer Survey 

An informal survey was handed out at the Haymaker and Ravenna farmers markets and one was 

published online via SurveyMonkey. Six people answered via SurveyMonkey after notification of 

the survey was posted on the Portage Local Foods Facebook page. Four other producers filled out 

surveys handed out at the farmers markets for a total of 10 survey respondents. 

 

Local foods:  

Given the few number of survey respondents, the products they were interested in marketing 

through a food hub were wide-ranging – including produce and berries, meats, cut flowers, dried 

beans, grains and herbs, and value-added products such as honey, maple syrup, apple butter and 

soaps. The producers who answered the survey primarily rely on farmers markets to distribute 

their goods, followed by wholesaler/distributors, then farm stands and co-ops. Only one who 

responded distributed through a Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) program.  

 

Respondents felt 

that marketing 

their products 

(finding buyers, 

negotiating prices, 

and securing 

commitments) was 

the greatest barrier 

to distributing 

their products to 

larger-scale 

buyers. (See chart 

left.) The second 

greatest barriers 

were labor issues 

and the lack of 

management to 

run a larger 

operation. Less compelling barriers (identified as “sometimes a barrier”) to meeting the needs of 

larger-scale buyers included the lack of processing capabilities, delivery challenges and assistance 

with handling and packaging of products. The barriers of least concern were: not knowing what to 
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Chart 2 – Barriers to Marketing Farm Products 
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grow, not selling what was grown, and the need for more knowledge about safe food-handling 

practices. 

 

After marketing issues, the most pressing concern on the part of producers appears to be about the 

scale of production – how to plant, pick, process and handle larger quantities of their product – in 

order to meet the needs of large-scale buyers. The coordination component of a food hub could 

alleviate several of these barriers in addition to addressing the need to market products. 

 

Most respondents are open to the idea of adjusting what they grow to meet demand, though the 

amount of time it would take to switch was noted as a possible issue.  

 

Food Hub Services: 

The services most desired through a food hub were the coordination of what was being grown with 

larger buyers’ needs 

and assistance with 

delivery. Assistance 

with processing and 

packaging were less 

desired services and 

the option of 

connecting with 

other producers to 

create value-added 

products was least 

desired. The low 

number of 

respondents is 

indicative of the need 

for a more robust 

survey of local 

producers. However, 

as stated above, the need for the coordination between buyers and sellers should be a major 

component of the services a food hub offers.  

 

Buyer/Consumer Survey 

With only two respondents to the buyer/consumer survey, identifying the needs of consumers for 

purposes of this plan was difficult. One observation could be made – eliciting the opinions of this 

group will necessitate more one-on-one effort than is possible under the constraints of this grant 

and plan writing process.  
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Chart 3 – Useful Food Hub Services 
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With the food distributor Sirna & Sons as part of the steering committee, their representative 

shared several distributor-specific observations that would help their company deliver more foods 

from local producers. Their company is experiencing an increased interest in locally produced 

foods and it is sometimes hard to fill the orders. Sirna & Sons defines “local” for their purposes as 

anything produced within a 250-mile radius of their location, a distance that reaches well into 

surrounding states. While this may be a somewhat more expansive version of “local” compared to 

the proposed food hub service area, Sirna & Sons expressed interest in working with local farmers 

to distribute a number of products – vegetables, fruits, maple syrup, cheeses, honey and granola. 

The primary barriers they have at present to achieving this this goal are the need to be able to trace 

the origin of all products and the need to have products packaged to fit their distribution 

requirements. Their company would consider coordinating with a food hub to better meet the 

needs of their clients. 

 

The one other buyer/consumer who filled out the SurveyMonkey survey identified their barriers to 

using more local produce as: lack of knowledge of farms that grew products in the quantities 

needed, delivery and pick-up of products, whether the products were cleaned and packaged as 

needed, and also traceability. This buyer indicated organic or minimal use of pesticides and 

herbicides as very important aspects of their product needs, which were primarily vegetables.  
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Recommendations 

 

Next steps 

It is apparent in researching the existing food systems in Portage County that several dedicated 

groups are working towards a similar goal: increasing access to local foods. These efforts include 

the Portage Local Food Project, the Kent Natural Foods Co-op, the Lake to River Food Cooperative, 

numerous farmers markets and stands, and several wholesale distributors. Websites aimed at local 

foods from Ohio also promote the cause; the Ohio Ecological Food & Farm Association, Blue Sky 

Green Fields and the Ohio Market Maker websites enable producers and buyers to connect online. 

Working with these organizations to develop a regional and local network will enhance the efforts 

of a local food hub. 

This Plan only begins the process of forming a food hub in Portage County. The activities and efforts 

that follow this initial Plan will set the stage for implementing its findings. Funding the next stages 

is, at present, a notable concern. Tight budgets and pared down staff make it difficult for any 

organization to tackle the job without some type of monetary support, unless the project melds 

with that organization’s typical objectives. One or two small grants will undoubtedly be needed to 

fund the next steps. Grant applications may be pursued by the Regional Planning Commission staff 

or other entities to this end. 

Whether the next step is a feasibility plan or a business plan is to be determined. The lack of a 

strong sense of the producers’, consumers’ and buyers’ needs may suggest a feasibility study should 

precede a business plan. A feasibility study would examine the practicality of the food hub and its 

results could indicate the most likely way needs might be met. Feasibility studies are usually of a 

short duration, 30-45 days, but can be used to guide the more detailed business plan. 

 

Recommendations 

The Steering Committee has made several recommendations as the process of establishing a food 

hub moves forward.  

 

1. Apply for a grant to hire a person who can go into the field and collect information about the 

needs of producers and buyers with regards to a local food hub. This would in essence 

become a feasibility study and would begin the process of identifying a champion for the 

food hub.  

2. Work with other agencies that have connections to the farming community such as the Lake 

to River Food Cooperative or the Farm Bureau to get the word out about the food hub effort 

and to explore partnership opportunities. 

3. Identify a place to house the food hub concept while the feasibility and business plans 

progress: 
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Suggested entities: TransPortage (www.transportage.org), KSU Cooperative 

Development Center, Portage Development Board, Hiram College, Portage 

Industries, other Kent State University departments 

4. Present the food hub idea and plan to the Portage Development Board to spread the word 

and encourage support. 

5. Develop a constituency around the food hub concept by creating a website to promote it 

6. Work with Visioning in Portage and the Portage Development Board to create a county-wide 

“brand.” 

7. Work with local businesses such as restaurants, caterers or institutions to develop and 

promote a “locally grown” brand or seal. 

8. Create a business plan for a food hub 

a. Apply for a grant to do a business plan 

b. Work with local universities/colleges on startup plans for a food hub, perhaps as a 

class assignment. 

c. Work with Portage Industries to consider employment of disabled workers 

 

The Portage County Regional Planning Commission staff, interested steering committee members 

and other organizations such as Hiram College and Kent State University will continue to pursue 

forming a food hub as time and resources permit. The enthusiasm and dedication of the committee 

members make the prospects of forming a local food hub an attainable and desirable goal for 

Portage County. 
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Appendix A 

Food Hub Surveys 

 

Portage County Food Hub Survey – Producers 

 

This survey is being distributed to determine the interest in forming a local food hub in Portage County.  A food hub 

is defined by the U.S. Department of Agriculture as, 
  

“A centrally located facility with a business management structure facilitating the aggregation, storage, processing, 

distribution and or marketing of locally/regionally produced food products.”  

(USDA Know Your Farmer, Know Your Food (KYF2) Program) 

Please use the second page or the back to add other comments or e-mail comments (see page 2) 

How do you market, sell or distribute your product(s) currently and to whom?  

Would you be interested in producing vegetables, fruits or other products to be marketed through a food hub?

   Yes    No    Depends 

If a food hub was created, what type of service(s) offered by a food hub would be most useful to market your 

product(s)? 

 Coordinating the needs and wants of larger consumers with what I grow or produce 

 Assistance with delivery of products 

 Assistance with packaging of products 

 Assistance with processing my product (commercial kitchen, washing facilities, etc.) 

 Meat processing 

 Connecting with other growers to for a value-added product 

 Other 

Do you have the capacity to adjust the type or amount of a product grown or produced if market demand varies? 

Would you be willing to make adjustments if the demand was there and an outlet was readily available?      

   Yes    No    Comments:  

Are you interested in meeting the requirements to grow organic produce if the market demand was there?        

  Yes    No    Depends Comments:  

What do you currently grow or produce on your farm? 

Which product(s) would you most likely market through a food hub?    

Is there a product you would like to market or produce, but need help to do so? 

Give examples.   

What type of help would be needed to market that product?   
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What do you feel are the primary barriers to marketing your product(s) more widely or connecting with larger 

scale local consumers such as schools, restaurants, grocery stores or caterers?    Rank as many as apply, using 

#1 to indicate the greatest barrier: 

 

 Need more knowledge about what to grow or how to grow specialty crops 

 Risk of not selling what I grow 

 Marketing – finding buyers, negotiating prices, securing commitments 

 Need more knowledge about proper post-harvest handling and packaging 

 Need more knowledge about food safety best practices and requirements 

 Availability of suitable land 

 Affordability of land 

 Availability of labor 

 Cost of labor or other labor issues 

 Lack management for running a larger operation  

 Delivery challenges 

 Lack of processing capabilities 

 Other 

 I do not want to market my products more widely 

Comments on any of the above:   

How many acres do you farm?   Where is your farm located?  

Thank you for your time!                    Please return survey to:   

Portage County Regional Planning Commission, 124 N. Prospect St., Ravenna, OH 44266  

or fax:  330-297-3617,   or e-mail:  cjames@pcrpc.org 
 

  

mailto:cjames@pcrpc.org
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Portage County Food Hub Survey – Institutional/Commercial Buyers 

 

This survey is being distributed to determine the level of interest in forming a local food hub in Portage County.  A 

food hub is defined by the U.S. Department of Agriculture as, 
  

“A centrally located facility with a business management structure facilitating the aggregation, storage, processing, 

distribution and or marketing of locally/regionally produced food products.”  

(USDA Know Your Farmer, Know Your Food (KYF2) Program) 

 

What do you feel are the primary barriers to accessing and using foods or products from local farms or producers 

more widely?  Check all that apply.  

 Do not know of farms that supply products in the quantities I need. 

 Do not know of farms that supply the specific products I need. 

 Delivery or pick-up of the products I need is a problem. 

 Products are not available in the packaging that works for me. 

 Products may not be cleaned or processed to the extent I need. 

 I must be able to trace the origin of all food products used in my facility. 

 Other  

Comments:   

What changes in distribution, aggregation or processing would encourage you to increase your use of local foods?   

Which of the following distribution methods is acceptable for your business if it increased your access to local 

foods?  Check all that apply. 

 We can pick up local foods from a central location   

 We cannot pick up from any location, we need all food delivered 

 Are you willing to place orders online? 

 Other options  _______________________________________________________ 

What types of product(s) would you prefer to access locally?   

Do you need or would you use value-added products made locally?    Yes      No 
 What types of products?  

Is there a local product you would like to have access to, but cannot find a producer or a way to easily obtain that 

product? Give examples.  

Do you believe locally grown products will enhance your marketing efforts?  

 Yes      No 

Would you be willing to display information about the local producer to enhance sales and for educational 

purposes? 

 Yes       No 

Are organic products or products that are grown using integrated pest management techniques (minimal use of 

pesticides, herbicides, etc.) important to you?  

 Very important        Somewhat important     Not important 
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Can you give suggestions as to how to meet year-round demand for local foods given Ohio’s limited growing 

season? For example, would a frozen local product be acceptable in the off-season?  

Can you make suggestions for an image or slogan to help brand Portage County products?   

 

Please include the following information and check the box if the planning group can specifically share your 
response and business information. If you do not want to share this information, DO NOT check the box and the 

responses will be tabulated only as part of the group response.   Yes, I will share data 

Business name:  

Contact person:  

Type of business:   

Business address:   

Phone:  

E-mail:   

Thank you for your time! 
 

Please return survey to:   Portage County Regional Planning Commission,  

 124 N. Prospect St., Ravenna, OH 44266  
 

or fax:  330-297-3617,   or e-mail:  cjames@pcrpc.org 

 

mailto:cjames@pcrpc.org
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Appendix B 
Funding 

 
In order to narrow down the list of appropriate funding opportunities worth pursuing, two aspects 

of the food hub project need to be clarified:  

a. Scope of investment   initial sum required to get started as well as   

      continuing investments contributed at intervals  

      toward growth in the future 

b. Legal status of the organization nonprofit, for profit, co-op, or public (grants to  

      individuals, tribes, and research organizations are  

      available but are not likely options for this endeavor) 

Different aspects of a food hub’s formation and functions may be attractive to different funders. It 

may be necessary to partner with eligible organizations to obtain some grants. 

The National Sustainable Agriculture Coalition’s 2010 Guide to USDA Funding for Local and Regional 

Food Systems identifies the following websites for funding opportunities in its publication.12 

 http://www.rurdev.usda.gov/RD_NOFAs.html - notices of fund availability posted for rural 

development 

 http://www.csrees.usda.gov/fo/funding.cfm grant search for National Institute of Food and 

Agriculture 

 http://www.ams.usda.gov/AMSv1.0/ams.fetchTemplateData.do?template=TemplateA&nav

ID=AMSGrants&leftNav=AMSGrants&page=AMSGrants&acct=AMSPW for USDA 

Agricultural Marketing Service 

 http://www.fsa.usda.gov/FSA/frmapp?area=home&subject=gfmlp&topic=landing for the 

USDA Farm Service Agency loans 

 http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/detail/national/programs/financial/eqip/?&c

id=stelprdb1047458 for USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service EQUIP program 

 Grants.gov for U.S. Departments 

A spreadsheet with additional funding information for the food hub is included under separate 

cover. 

 

 

                                                           
12  The National Sustainable Agriculture Coalition, Guide to USDA Funding for Local and Regional Food Systems, 

First Edition - April 2010, Written by NSAC Staff: Kate Fitzgerald, Lucy Evans, Jessica Daniel 
 http://sustainableagriculture.net/wp-

content/uploads/2010/05/NSAC_FoodSystemsFundingGuide_FirstEdition_4_2010.pdf 

http://www.rurdev.usda.gov/RD_NOFAs.html
http://www.csrees.usda.gov/fo/funding.cfm
http://www.ams.usda.gov/AMSv1.0/ams.fetchTemplateData.do?template=TemplateA&navID=AMSGrants&leftNav=AMSGrants&page=AMSGrants&acct=AMSPW
http://www.ams.usda.gov/AMSv1.0/ams.fetchTemplateData.do?template=TemplateA&navID=AMSGrants&leftNav=AMSGrants&page=AMSGrants&acct=AMSPW
http://www.fsa.usda.gov/FSA/frmapp?area=home&subject=gfmlp&topic=landing
http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/detail/national/programs/financial/eqip/?&cid=stelprdb1047458
http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/detail/national/programs/financial/eqip/?&cid=stelprdb1047458
http://sustainableagriculture.net/wp-content/uploads/2010/05/NSAC_FoodSystemsFundingGuide_FirstEdition_4_2010.pdf
http://sustainableagriculture.net/wp-content/uploads/2010/05/NSAC_FoodSystemsFundingGuide_FirstEdition_4_2010.pdf

