
NE1012 Minutes. October 3-5, 2003. Madison, Wisconsin.

Submitted by Clare Hinrichs, Sociology, Iowa State University.

In attendance: Steve Stevenson, Larry Lev, Jim Bingen, Mike Hamm, Joan Thomson, Viviana Carro, Clare Hinrichs, Tom Kelly, Beth Barham, David Lind, Patricia Allen, Tom Lyson, Marcy Ostrom and Stu Smith.

October 3, during day: 

An optional day-long tour was organized and hosted by Steve Stevenson to visit Troy Community Gardens in Madison (a multi-faceted urban agriculture project) and the Cedar Grove specialty cheese plant about an hour outside of Madison.  A small group of about six went on the tour and found the focused visit to these two ventures very informative, particularly in the contrast of NGO and small business perspectives, needs and strategies.

October 3, evening: 

Initial discussion revolved around reflection on the scope and accomplishments of the predecessor Multi-State Project, NE-185, and how NE-1012 both carries on that work and provides important new emphases.  Participants noted the strong emphasis now on actors and strategies in food system change.  Some concern was expressed about the relative absence of Southern state participation in this project. 

Introductions of all attending the meeting were made with the representative from each state providing an update on their project-related activities over the last year (a fuller accounting can be found in the NE-1012 Annual Report). 

Clare Hinrichs and Tom Lyson distributed a draft of a prospectus for the NE-185/NE-1012 book project, Remaking the North American Food System.  They plan to submit it to prospective publishers before end of the year.  Contributors to the book were advised as to the timeline for their chapter draft submissions and the expected editorial process.

October 4: 
The day’s meeting opened with some remarks from Kevin Sweeney—an Associate Dean at our host institution, the University of Wisconsin, Madison.  

I. Methodological issues and concerns related to Objective 1 (Collaborate with local food system stakeholders to identify high priority information needs and the forms in which information should be shared).
The Iowa participant shared a written summary of the process details, “methods” of doing “learning circles” in four Iowa counties, which were associated with producing community food system atlases in 2002.  In each county, the learning circle process involved multiple food system stakeholders in that county.

Participants from Missouri and Maine discussed the need to extend our sense of stakeholders, beyond those working on local food systems now, to less “traditional” groups—i.e., those less convinced or knowledgeable on this-- businesses, chambers of commerce.  They noted potential tensions between commodity groups and local ag constituents, however.

The entire group discussed at some length whether Objective 1 starts from an economic premise of “missing information,” that if we just get the right information to people, things will happen.  The model of “deliberative democracy” (study circles, etc.), emphasizing discourse and process, more of a two-way flow of information, was discussed as an alternative.  How this intersects with a more explicit advocacy role was also debated.  

California participants have conducted a survey of consumers in CA to determine what (if anything) consumers want to know about food and agriculture.  There is a need to gauge public interest in different drivers of food labels and to get more sense of interests and levels of participation.  The Oregon dot surveys can be used for this and then that information could create discussion about food system change.  

Following was some discussion about models for how workshops on food system change might be run and whether there are specific “tools” that work best.  Interest was expressed in developing a “toolbox,” while some concern was offered that one model may not work for all contexts.  But there may also be some risks in saying this work needs to be regionally specific and particular, rather than according to one “mono-model.”  Some pointed to the institutional barriers in the LGU system in doing something other than “hypodermic needle” adoption-diffusion.  Others spoke to the importance of fresh coalitions to press for change in “business as usual.”  For example, coalitions focusing on public health have highlighted adaptability, sensitivity and vulnerability as compelling frameworks for discussing health impacts of global climate change.  Broader coalitions on the food system might generate frameworks for our work.

There was additional discussion on how this objective may need to connect with wider (i.e., national) policy processes both concerning changes facing the LGU system and broad, pressing issues of agriculture, food, environment, health and community development.  Following was considerable discussion about the role of this technical committee and where effort would have the most impact.  Some argued that the urgency of problems demanded more national level activity, while others saw this as the province of national advocacy groups and preferred focusing on state level and home institution.

The group agreed that we are trying to build some common methodologies for more participatory, engaged work, but that will be an incremental process. There is probably not one definitive methodology, but rather the need for borrowing and allowing both adaptation and evolution.

Decision: Everyone should send written information on methods/processes they used in various participatory research done with this project.  Anything related to collaborating with local food system stakeholders within framework of Objective 1, should be sent to Mike Hamm and will be posted on the project’s closed Blackboard site.

II. Methodological issues and concerns related to Objective 3: (Examine the diverse strategies employed by local food system stakeholders to create and manage ongoing and potential change in the food system).

For this objective, people are trying to work with the 11 questions out of the project proposal.

Most participants identified ongoing or new research initiatives that fit very well with this objective on a multitude of food system initiatives and activities (e.g., farmers’ markets, specialty cheese processing, CSAs, labeling initiatives).  There was a call to also study cooperatives (store fronts), which have been omitted from much work on entrepreneurship and food system.

A number of issues were discussed, including the organizational sustainability of these various initiatives, the shifting receptivity of different agencies of state government to these issues, competition for limited resources among NGOs focused on aspects of food system change, and possible “mission drift” for some, due to funding pressures. 

There was a concern to retain focus on the question of “who benefits?” in these different initiatives and programs and to recognize that perhaps not every project or group should continue forever.  There was also concern to grapple with the question of how we define “success.”  Success is sometimes seen in replicability—can this be done elsewhere?  But some things are successful because somebody has been willing to bear extraordinary costs.

This led to discussion about institutionalization and the importance of the public sphere vs. the private sphere as a source of support for food system efforts.  It was noted that particular organizations may disappear, but sometimes the individual people don’t and instead reconfigure to work in other ways.  Discussion about “charismatic” leaders, burnout, the pull to focus very local vs. some need to address larger policy issues ensued.  Beyond analysis of these challenges and outcomes, the Oregon participants offered the value of connecting farmers and state policy types at, say, direct marketing conferences to foster some limited interaction between these groups, neither of which is very attuned to the other’s domain.  The mutual exposure to respective frames may inform the subsequent approaches of both.

Decision: All participants should write up their own work following the 11 questions, in an effort to provide a common base for doing case studies of initiatives in different regional settings.  These will be brief summaries, preliminary in scope, and are intended to facilitate cross-region dialogue. People will send to Viviana these case study reports answering questions related to Objective 3 by 1 February.   

III. Max Pfeffer, Cornell University and also the administrative advisor for NE-1012, made some remarks about his role.  He advised us that experiment station directors are looking especially hard now for evidence of synergy between states in their project activities.  We were advised to think broadly about the audiences for NE-1012 project activity, including considering experiment station directors as an audience.  Discussion followed about the impact of state funding crises on the collaborative regional work this project entails.  Particular attention was paid to the current precarious situation for SAREP at UC-Davis, which has been a key participant in both NE-185 and NE-1012 and possible supportive actions to be taken by this group and others were proposed.  

Participants pointed out that state experiment station directors in various regions respond to very different state agricultural and institutional environments, and thus the situation is not uniform across the country.  Discussion turned to the question of existing and emerging links to extension, and how the changing fortunes of extension affect some of the opportunities and barriers to effective collaboration.

IV. Methodological issues and concerns related to Objective 2 (Identify and analyze ongoing and potential forces that are maintaining or transforming the relationships between localities and their food systems).  

Participants in Michigan are looking at changes in pesticide policies and how that affects food system development.  Participants in Puerto Rico will continue to examine diffuse impacts of big food retailing (Walmart) on the Island, and how this affects such things as  farmers’ market openings there.

Participants in Missouri, New Hampshire and California spoke to the need for continued investigation of concentration in the more globalized food system.  There is a need to ensure that the pioneering work done Heffernan and Hendrickson be supported and continued.  This includes considering how concentration is proceeding in the organic sector; UC-Santa Cruz is beginning to look at this.  Participants in New York have studied the impacts of anti-corporate farming laws.  (See Nebraska Friends of the Constitution website where that report is posted.)

Participants in California will be examining private foundation impacts on the food system, focusing in particular on politics and process of visioning work and leadership development now underway under the direction of Ecotrust which was funded to do this in California. 

Participants in Michigan and Oregon spoke to the issue of infrastructure changes (e.g., disappearance of suppliers and processors) and the impacts on small, would-be sustainable farmers.  Participants in Maine suggested the need to closely examine whether lack of economies of scale or regulation overload most hurt small scale processors. 

The group reiterated that incorporated comparison provides a useful methodology for this objective.  This involves keeping in mind a certain chronology that goes with the case you’re looking at, but also a chronology that goes with a larger history, possibly in some other part of the country or world.  Everything examined in this multi-state project, at the local level, is understood to be connected to larger forces, which have spatial and temporal dimensions.  What happens in one place at one time may happen somewhere else at another time, but they are connected.  This alters the typical assumption about the independence of cases; instead, they are understood to be connected. 

Trends and shifts for consideration:

· Consolidation and concentration in the agro-food sector.

· Changing trade rules.

· Commodity specialization—through technological change and government programs (subsidies)

· The growing proportion of women in paid workforce

· Transportation changes (i.e., interstates, rise of automobiles/trucking).

· Communication changes (i.e., computers, Internet)

· Demographic trends (e.g., Latino flows into Midwest; graying of Great Plains; rural second home development; suburbanization)

Decision: All participants will send to Beth the most significant such trends/forces for their state by October 19— we specified as of 1975 through 2005, but some states (CA) may want to look farther back.  This would be a way to unify the work in the different states, and to become more aware of the divergences regionally.  

V. Methodological issues and concerns related to Objective 4: Document and assess the economic, environmental and social impacts of efforts to create and manage ongoing and potential change in the food system.

The group discussed existing models and data sources.  OECD and Wageningen (Netherlands) studies on impacts of multifunctionality have developed some indicators. In the U.S., 2002 census data on direct marketing could be modeled to determine where it is growing and where declining.  But concern was raised as to whether government statistics on small farmers are good.  When there are very few farms doing particular crops, data are held back for confidentiality reasons.  Furthermore, some noted the strong libertarian streak among small farmers, who don’t always see the need to share data and don’t want to be involved with the government.  Informal enterprises are another issue.

The Iowa and Washington participants offered the model of Michael Shuman’s account of leakage study on retailing and $$$$ lost/retained in St. Lawrence County, NY that might be adapted for use in this project.

The Missouri participants presented conceptualization and measurement by French researchers on multi-functionality, an approach involving multiple stakeholders and developing radial diagrams. 

The question was raised as to whether this objective is looking at the impacts of strategies/initiatives or place.  Others asked whether common goals (desirable impacts) might need to be measured with different indicators in different state contexts.  Still others argued that there is a need for some common indicators across the projects and the states.

Decision: This objective offers particularly new ground for the project and will need to be examined and strategized more definitely during the next year.  No concrete decisions were made.

VI. Election of new officers and project housekeeping. A new secretary was elected, Patricia Allen, but she will not take notes (instead Mike will bring a grad student next year).  Mike Hamm volunteered Michigan State as the host for the technical committee meeting next year, although the location will be either East Lansing or Kalamazoo.  We will tentatively plan for October 2004 and Mike will check on 2nd through 3rd weekend in that month. 

October 5:
VII. Methods for sharing protocols and findings.

A decision was made to not plan sessions for this coming year’s AFHVS and RSS meetings, due to lack of critical mass attending these meetings and that we are a “new project.”

For next year’s technical committee meeting in Michigan, Mike Hamm may be sponsoring a national conference on food systems that would dovetail with this meeting.  Another possibility is linking with the Community Food Security Coalition meeting around the same time, but that’s a different location.  Others suggested trying to mesh with Kellogg’s Food and Society program.

Discussion ensued about the possibility of an eventual “white paper” from this project for the AES directors, funneling down to solid recommendations and priorities.  It could be or include a larger NESAWG type report (on food system change).  It could be advisable to follow up with meetings to present and extend those recommendations.  A question was raised about whether such a white paper would draw on ALL the extant research (from NGOs and think tanks) relevant to food system change and not just the work that generated via this multi-state project.  Some argued that station directors already know most of the statistics on the trends, but they could be reached from the standpoint of who their stakeholder base is, from a self-preservation viewpoint perhaps, which may be more persuasive.  Others pointed out that the NE station directors may be particularly primed now to “receive and respond” to the message our research generates (perhaps more so than directors in some other regions). 

Note:  NE-1012 Project official website is at  http://www.lgu.umd.edu 

Decision: Beth will host a Blackboard site at U-Missouri for this project, where materials can be posted and commented on.  This is a password protected website for courses, but is feasible for a project like this.  She will send instructions to committee members shortly after this meeting.

Discussion followed about funding opportunities.  NRI’s new guidelines under rural development and markets and trade were discussed, but most agreed it was “too soon” for this project to mount a successful effort.  The suggestion of pursuing regional foundations for state-base efforts was made.

The meeting was adjourned at 10 am, Sunday morning, October 6, 2003.
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