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Local and Regional Food Systems 
Strengthening America with Healthy Farms and Food

Today, most farm families rely on off-farm income to stay on their 
land. Over the past few decades, the economic divide between 
a small number of very large farms and a very large number of 
small farms has increased dramatically. American Farmland Trust 
(AFT) supports regional diversity and the sustainability of all types 
of farms and ranches. Given that small- and mid-sized operations 
manage more than half of the nation’s agricultural land base, but 
are especially vulnerable to economic disruptions, their future is of 
critical concern. 

Seeking Opportunities to  
Improve Farm Viability
Farmers and ranchers must find ways to increase their income, 
either by adding value to products or by reducing production, 
marketing and distribution costs. Regional- and community-based 
food systems can help farmers take advantage of the growing con-
sumer preference for local food. A recent study showed that from 
2002 to 2007, sales of food sold directly to consumers jumped 
nearly 30 percent when adjusted for inflation—and the number of 
farms selling directly to consumers climbed 17 percent.

Consumer demand for healthy, local food presents an important 
opportunity to support economic development for rural communi-
ties as well as farmers and ranchers. A recent Iowa State Uni-
versity study found that if farmers in a six state region produced 
sufficient quantities of 28 crops to meet local demand, it would 
spur $882 million in sales, more than 9,300 jobs and about $395 
million in labor income.

AFT believes that the federal government can play a critical role in 
supporting the development of local and regional food infrastruc-
ture as an important way to stimulate rural development. Given 
the current fiscal climate, we believe that federal investment must 
focus on filling gaps and supporting the private sector until these 
markets mature, rather than replacing the private sector. 

Strategies for Building Momentum 
For the next farm bill, AFT recommends the following policy changes to enable the growth and 
development of local and regional food infrastructure:

The number of farmers 
markets has been growing by 
about 17 percent a year and 
now exceeds 7,000 markets 
across the nation.
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•	 Consolidate the community-based food systems grant making functions of the USDA: AFT 
proposes the creation of an overarching “local and regional farm and food systems 
program”—as an expansion of the current Farmers Market Promotion Program—that 
encompasses business planning, infrastructure development and improvement, marketing, 
and the technical assistance needed to support these system activities. The program would 
mange two subprograms: one a recast of the Value Added Producer Grant (VAPG) linked 
to on-farm activities and directed toward farmers and ranchers; and one focused on off-
farm activities that draws upon a number of grant programs to create a similar model that 
broadens the eligibility beyond farmers. The latter would cover a range of activities, including 
farmers markets, food hubs and processing facilities. This consolidation would eliminate 
duplication between agencies, especially in rural development programs, and would serve to 
clarify the process for potential grant applicants.

•	 Expand the definition of “rural” for local and regional food projects: In some cases, facilities 
involved in projects aimed at benefitting rural communities may be most effective if located 
in non-rural areas. USDA grants and loans should allow flexibility in siting and support the 
development of those facilities in the broader local and regional food system.

•	 Elevate use of the USDA Business & Industry Loan Program for a special Local Food System 
Set-Aside: AFT recommends that the set-aside for local and regional food systems projects in 
the B&I loan program be expanded to 10 percent. We also recommend that the percentage of 
the loan that is guaranteed for local and regional food systems projects be increased. USDA 
outreach should be amplified to promote the program. Finally, unlike the current structure, 
Farm Credit system lenders should be allowed to offer loans for local and regional food 
system infrastructure if non-Farm Credit lenders have first turned down the application.

•	 Make information available to lenders on local and regional food systems: A lack of information 
on local and regional food system enterprises can leave lenders uncertain of how to evaluate 
specialty crop loan applicants. USDA can play a critical role in collecting and distributing 
information that would be relevant to agricultural lenders about trends, marketing forces and 
other factors in this emerging sector of agriculture. 

•	 Maintain and enhance the Specialty Crop Block Grant program. This program is an important 
tool for improving the competiveness of the specialty crop industry by exploring and 
implementing innovative techniques and practices. Additionally, increasing or at least 
maintaining funding and instituting minor improvements would help increase program 
effectiveness. 

Together, these proposed policies and programs would work to improve access to healthy, fresh 
and sustainably produced food while supporting viable agricultural systems—in all of their regional 
diversity.


