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"Grow Montana" Food Policy Project

Core Partners:
•  National Center for Appropriate Technology (NCAT), Nancy Matheson, program specialist

•  University of Montana-Missoula, Environmental Studies Program (University of Montana-EVST), Dr. Neva Hassanein, sociologist 

•  Alternative Energy Resources Organization (AERO), Jonda Crosby, executive director

•  Lake County Community Development Corporation (Lake County CDC)’s Mission Mountain Cooperative Food Processing and Co-op Development Center, Jan Tusick, program director

•  Artemis Common Ground (Artemis), Brian Kahn, director
Each partner has a history of working to change the predominant food and agriculture system in Montana, each according to its unique capacities—and often with cooperation between our organizations. However, in this particular RFP we saw the chance to join together in a powerful new collaboration to tackle the one barrier common to all our efforts:  policy.

NCAT will serve as the grantee.
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Project Start and End Dates:  May 1, 2005 — April 15, 2007

Total Project Budget:  $428,400
Requested from Kellogg: $200,000


Project Purpose:
This collaborative project aims to make community-based food systems a centerpiece of Montana’s economic development policy—to shift the allocation of economic development resources toward efforts that can link the economic, social and environmental interests of rural, urban and suburban communities. 

Background:
Over 80 percent of our food flows into Montana from outside the state for consumption by our citizens, while Montana-grown agricultural commodities flow out to distant markets as fuel for the state’s agricultural economy. In this scenario, food and agriculture aren’t well linked, and in fact are two largely separate systems. This is all too common in subsidized commodity-producing states like Montana, whose main products are wheat, barley and feeder calves. 

Because of low margins on these commodities, most policymakers either do not recognize agriculture’s economic development potential or they tend to focus on silver-bullet mega-projects (e.g., a much touted new barley malting plant being developed in Great Falls by the world’s largest, multi-national malting company, whose interest is in cheap raw commodities). In essence, the rural economic development community takes a “bigger-is-better” approach, while the urban economic development community sees “agriculture as rearview mirror thinking.” 

As an alternative to both these perspectives, we will document how local food initiatives do and can contribute to a more sustainable economic development model; demonstrate market potential by moving local food into institutional food services and low-income food programs; and convince key decision-makers of the need for policy changes that can make regional food and agriculture central to the state’s future.  

Over the last 15 years, vital elements of a regional food system have been put in place across Montana—largely a result of the work done by our core partners—including: more farmers with the capacity to sell to regional and local markets; growers’ cooperatives and alliances that facilitate marketing; a micro-processing facility and agricultural innovation center; a cooperative development center; a major institutional food buyer committed to local food procurement, and a public university graduate program with a commitment to both local food systems and community-based action research. Given these building blocks, one of the major aims of this project is to document the economic, social and environmental contributions and needs of community-based food systems, and identify the policies that can facilitate meeting those needs.

We know that public policies and administrative regulations, including public investment and tax incentives, have profoundly influenced the development of our predominant food system. As Michael Shuman points out in Going Local:  “It took government initiative to put the market rules in place that allow global corporations to run roughshod over communities, and it will take government initiative to replace them with a new set that favors self-reliance.” Making this shift happen is at the heart of this project.

Objectives:
Objective 1.  Arm ourselves with the information and other means necessary to make a credible case for bringing regional food and agriculture to the center of Montana’s economic development policy. 

We are particularly interested in knowing and building broad understanding of the economic, social and environmental contributions of existing components of Montana’s emerging regional food system, and what it will take to create “more of it.” This information represents the “ammunition” we need to coalesce political force behind food systems policy change.

Objective 2.  Build a broad base of political support from a diversity of interests and sectors, both rural and urban.

Armed with the information and means developed through activities completed under Objective 1, and our partnership’s broad network of relationships, we will build a coalition that will support and advocate for policy changes that promote an integrated system of locally- and regionally-based food production, processing, marketing and distribution.

Objective 3.  Through on-the-ground action, identify policy barriers to and opportunities for development of the infrastructure needed to support local and regional food systems. 
Our experience tells us that the best policy emerges from the on-the-ground experiences of those most affected by the policy. The process of food systems change brings people face-to-face with barriers and opportunities as they attempt to put the pieces of local food systems in place. The process of food systems change also engages a variety of stakeholders as they are affected by proposed policy changes—stakeholders who can help develop good policy, provide support for that policy, and defuse opposition. 

Objective 4. Work to secure policy changes identified through our on-the-ground activities by drawing on the power of coalitions to influence policymakers and mobilize citizens.

Using the political power of our broad new coalition, we will work for “common ground” economic development, food and ag policy changes that address needs discovered in our on-the-ground work in Objective 3. Our intent is to focus on and articulate our policy proposals in such a way that an average person on the street would say, “That makes good sense.”

Project Outcomes and Impacts:

•  Concrete policy changes and a long-term food and economic policy agenda that support a Montana-based food economy—and new political alliances and champions to drive the long-term state food and economic development policy agenda.

•  Policy changes that provide new opportunities in Montana’s food production, processing, marketing and distribution sectors.

•  Broader distribution of economic development resources, with an increased proportion supporting sustainable community-based enterprises benefiting a wider spectrum of Montana’s diverse community needs.

•  Reduced political polarization as citizens and their representatives recognize their common interests in a Montana-based food economy. 

•  New collaborations and new leaders as a result of the opportunities created by this project’s participatory/action nature. 

Activities to Meet Objectives:
A majority of the activities we describe below will be designed to offer our stakeholder audiences opportunities for personal engagement or action, and for experiencing directly some aspect of a community-based or regional food system.

1. Conduct a case studies assessment of real-life regional food system enterprises. 

Leader: University of Montana Environmental Studies Program. (University of Montana-EVST). 

University of Montana-EVST faculty and students, working closely with other project partners, will develop a replicable design and process for assessing the economic, social and environmental contributions of existing regional food-system enterprises in Montanan (public and private), and the value-chain links between them. In the process, we will identify the needs and opportunities that have helped and hindered these enterprises, and the policy changes those needs and opportunities imply. 

The assessment process itself will be conducted using an innovative approach, often referred to as community-based action research (CBAR). This will be a systematic, participatory process designed to answer the research questions identified by the steering committee, the assessment participants, and members of our broad coalition. We will use the participatory process to inform policy change efforts. 

The University of Montana-EVST will create a graduate research workshop, or seminar, to undertake part of the assessment and evaluation work. Graduate students will help conduct the assessment and evaluation under the guidance of faculty and project partners who will co-facilitate the assessment. Hassanein (a rural/environmental sociologist at UM) has considerable experience conducting such research, a very recent example being the Missoula Community Food Assessment (see www.umt.edu/cfa). An economist will consult with us in the design and analysis of relevant economic data. Based on past experience, students, faculty, and community participants learn a tremendous amount and develop strong leadership and participation skills by their involvement in community-based action research.  

The Montana partners will hold two public workshops in different parts of the state so that stakeholders and citizens can examine the results of the assessment, participate in the analysis, and begin to explore policy actions that could be developed as a result of findings. In addition, we will actively disseminate the assessment findings to several targeted audiences across the state. We will distribute the report to key leaders, the public and media outlets, as well as publish it through a website. 

We will also share with others interested in similar work the model we develop for conducting these multi-faceted food system enterprise case studies, and for presenting them in participatory citizen forums. Subsequent to this project, the assessment findings will be disseminated through scholarly publications and/or through a book by Professor Hassanein on the “local” and the “global” in Montana’s food and farming systems.

One particularly important outcome of the activities above is development of young new leaders as a result of the opportunities created for graduate students to conduct community-based action research and work closely with experienced food system advocates. The students also will gain experience working with the broad spectrum of coalition interests participating in this project.

The activities described above will directly contribute to meeting: Objective 1, by enabling us and the broader coalition and other policy-influencers to make a documented case for why further development of regional food systems infrastructure and the policies that would support it are important to the state; Objective 2, by offering ways for targeted stakeholders to participate in analyzing what the assessment findings mean and suggesting policy solutions they will advocate for; Objective 3, by identifying the barriers and opportunities the subjects of the case studies faced and still face, the policy changes that would have made the development of these enterprises easier, and that would enable them—and others like them—to be more successful in the future. In the course of applying a community-based action research model to assess existing, linked regional food systems components, we expect this activity to result in a model and findings that will contribute to the efforts of others, including those in the Kellogg policy cluster.

2. Develop a broad coalition. Leader: Project steering committee.
In order to bring about the policy changes necessary for fostering community-based and regional food systems, we will use a multi-pronged approach to build a strong base of political support. 

First, we’ll meet as individual partners and as a group with a wide range of stakeholder groups (see “Communication” below) to describe our vision of regional and community-based food systems and the potential we think they hold for both rural and urban communities across the state. We will tailor our message to each specific type of interest. For example, we’ll talk about public health and nutrition when we meet with the Montana Food Bank Network and the state Department of Public Health. We’ll talk about economic development when we meet with the Montana Economic Development Association and the Montana Chamber of Commerce and their respective local members.

We’ll start by drawing upon our partners’ existing relationships to secure meetings with organizations and leaders that will be natural allies. We will use face-to-face meetings with individual organization’s leaders, with coalition leaders, and to secure speaking invitations to conventions of the members of targeted organizations. 

Through Objective 1 activities, we will be able to arm ourselves with documentation and messages that enable us to make our case for regional food systems with those whose interests may be more skeptical—a “harder sell.” In this way, we’ll move our efforts into ever wider concentric circles of interests and sectors, beyond our traditional and assumed allies, to include those who would not typically ally with us or each other. Because Montana’s population is relatively small, the diverse networks of our core partnership and our natural allies will provide connecting points to just about every organization or interest we need to reach. 

We are particularly interested in coalition-building strategies that can bridge the urban-rural divide—and food and agricultural initiatives are an ideal mechanism for bringing such coalitions together. We will rely on our partners’ proven track-record for bringing people and organizations with a range of viewpoints together (we’re all non-partisan organizations whose issues have fairly broad appeal, and we have good facilitation skills and wide networks of relationships). 

As new individuals and organizations join the coalition, we will convene periodic strategy meetings to get their feedback on and participation in project activities.

A second facet of our approach is to meet with elected officials, who are fairly stumped about what role, if any, agriculture can play in Montana’s economic future. We will leverage the new political climate in Montana, including the strong support that now exists with the governor, the new directors of the state departments of Agriculture and Commerce, and the new Senate president. Our partners have excellent access to these key policymakers, and we will share with them the economic potential of regional food systems and the need for policy changes to alleviate barriers identified through our other activities. In addition, we will identify who else these key decision-makers listen to when it comes to agriculture and economic development policy, and we will work to enlist the support of these secondary targets.

Third, through the broad coalition we build, we will conduct a grassroots and media campaign to mobilize citizen support for needed policy changes. In part, we will do this by involving the members of our diverse coalition in the process of outreach and citizen lobbying. In addition, we will develop and implement a media campaign in order to gain support for our policy proposals, including:  cultivating strategic media relationships, garnering media coverage of our report releases, securing editorials in support of the policy proposals, and more. During key policy debates, we will utilize electronic communication technologies and other organizing strategies to actively involve grassroots and stakeholder groups in the process.

These coalition-building activities will meet Objective 2 and will also directly contribute toward: Objective 1, building a credible case for community-based food systems, by helping us discover what is “credible” and effective with different audiences; Objective 3, policy identification, by involving many diverse perspectives; and Objective 4, seeking policy changes, by creating a large and diverse political force.
3. Assist on-the-ground efforts to build community-based food systems. Leaders: Lake County’s CDC Mission Mountain Market food processing and co-op development center, AERO, NCAT. 

We will provide technical assistance to new and expanding—private and public—community-based food processing, marketing, and distribution enterprises, to farmers increasing their capacity to supply local and regional markets, and to institutional local food purchasing programs. In the course of providing this on-the-ground assistance, we will see the real-world barriers that food system entrepreneurs face, and the opportunities that encourage and help them move forward. 

Much of the technical assistance we will provide under this activity will be contributed as match by these partners that are uniquely equipped to provide such assistance:  The Lake County CDC’s Mission Mountain Market’s purpose is to provide food- and ag-based businesses with business incubation services, food processing, marketing assistance, and cooperative development. AERO provides networking, research support and information to farmers and entrepreneurs committed in their operations to the principles of sustainability, health and community self-reliance. NCAT, through its national sustainable agriculture information service, ATTRA, meets the needs of farmers, farm-based businesses and ag educators for technical information, by providing research services and referrals in the areas of sustainable agricultural production, marketing, processing and local food systems development. 

As these partners provide the kind of technical assistance needed to create and connect the components of community-based food systems, we will document what helps and hinders clients’ regional food-system-building efforts. From that, we will identify policy needs of emerging local food systems, and build additional constituencies to help with policy development and advocacy. 

While our regional food system case studies assessment described under Activity 1 will offer a retrospective view of an existing (albeit still small) Montana-based food system, this technical assistance activity will operate in real time with people trying to put food system pieces not yet integrated into place. Providing technical assistance to food and agriculture entrepreneurs gives us the chance to test, research and develop policies in the areas of public investment, regulation, and others. 

This activity contributes toward meeting: Objective 3, policy identification and development, by real people encountering real barriers and opportunities in real time, and through what we learn from the assessment of existing enterprises, retrospectively; Objective 2, marshalling political support, by involving the stakeholders most directly affected by the kind of policies that will be the focus of this project; and Objective 4, policy change through the influence and action of citizens and organizations directly affected by policies they encounter that both thwart and facilitate their food system infrastructure-building efforts.

4. Conduct policy education and advocacy. Leader: Project steering committee.

We will develop specific policy proposals identified through the food system enterprise case studies assessment and our on-the ground assistance to people developing local food system infrastructure. We will build support for these policies among and through our broad coalition and among policy leaders, drawing on the information and tools developed in the first three activities. For each proposal, we will target and involve those interests whose voices are most influential with the policymakers who will decide its fate. For example, a policy that gives Montana food growers or processors a bidding preference in state procurement contracts, we would involve the staff of the Department of Administration, Montana’s larger food processors, state institution food service buyers, and economic development leaders.

The coalition will be invaluable for spearheading grassroots education on specific policy issues. We will include in our educational efforts the vision and promise of local and regional food systems and their role in sustainable economic development.

With the help of our coalition members, we will develop an array of policy education tools and strategies for use through informal and formal venues and the media to reach target audiences. Different interests from the coalition will develop and use different messages and messengers that resonate most with their particular constituents and members. This customizing process will broaden our collective knowledge of the issues as seen from different perspectives, better equip us to develop sound policy, and bridge policy and stakeholder divides.

Of course, we will also work with policymakers, educating them about our policy proposals and goals. We will organize testimony by grassroots constituents, organizational and agency representatives, and provide constituents of key legislators with information they need to call and write letters. Any lobbying communications the coalition undertakes will be supported by funds other than those from the Kellogg Foundation.

This activity is designed to achieve: Objective 4, securing policy changes, by building and drawing on the power of our coalition to influence policymakers and mobilize citizens, and Objective 2, by further developing the coalition.

Potential Policy Areas: 
The following policy areas are a sampling of those that may become a focus of this project. We arrived at this preliminary list through our partner organizations’ individual work with farmers, ranchers and food entrepreneurs who have run into these policy barriers in the course of their efforts to develop local food-based businesses. We will add breadth and depth to this list as we go.

Meat processing and marketing. We need policies that make it easier for meat producers to enter local and regional markets, particularly institutional and retail markets. Several federal and state policy barriers need to come down, for example, the federal law that prohibits interstate commerce of state-inspected meat; State policies (or lack thereof) that regulate slaughter and processing of poultry flocks of less than 20,000 birds (the exemption created in federal policy) limit the opportunities for small- and medium-scale poultry producers. State policy currently does not allow state inspection of mobile slaughter plants; the state meat inspection program is under funded, and food sanitation and insurance regulations are difficult for small processors to comply with.

Institutional markets. Current state procurement and reciprocity policies make it difficult for state institutions to buy food from Montana growers and processors, while also making it difficult for Montana food suppliers to compete in bidding for state contracts. According to state law, state agencies must accept the lowest cost bid, which rarely includes small food suppliers with limited economies of scale. The state’s procurement preference was eliminated in 2001 because of reciprocity penalties Montana businesses encountered when bidding on contracts in other states. However, because none of these businesses was food-related, an opportunity exists to reinstate a preference for food products only. Other options include developing sustainability criteria for state food procurement, and working with other states in the region to develop regional reciprocity laws. 

Federal/state nutrition programs. The state match required by the federal government is so high that it discourages full implementation of needed federal nutrition programs at the state and local levels. For instance, Montana is not fully funding its share of the federal Farmers’ Market Nutrition Program (WIC and Seniors). In addition, we need to learn where program rules and policies need changing to make sure that these programs’ child, low-income, Native American and senior clients have better access to quality, local, nutritious food. For instance, many farmers’ market managers don’t know how to implement the Food Stamp and WIC and Seniors Farmers’ Market Nutrition Programs. 

Partners/Collaborators and their Roles:

In addition to the core partners listed on the first page of this proposal, Mark LoParco, director of the UM’s University Dining Services in Missoula (UM-UDS), is a founding collaborator in this proposal and will continue to participate, but is no longer in the budget for Kellogg Foundation funds. Another founding partner, Jane Kile, manager of Common Ground Farm, which is a member of the Western Montana Growers Cooperative, is also continuing to participate but is not in our Kellogg budget. Jeff Schahczenski, executive director of the WSAWG, a third important partner, is in the SAC/CFSC funding proposal to Kellogg, not in this one. 

Because we recognize that a matrix of economic policies poses a fundamental obstacle to community-based food systems, we’ve formed our project partnership for its collective knowledge of how Montana’s food system works, its capacity for policy analysis of the changes needed, and its alliance-broadening political power to shift public support, policy and resources.  The breadth of relationships the core partners have is a major strength of this effort.

These partners represent vibrant hubs of activity aimed at changing Montana’s food system:

1) The University of Montana’s Environmental Studies Program (University of Montana-EVST) faculty and 25 graduate students recently completed a comprehensive food assessment of Missoula County and have analyzed the state’s food procurement policies. University of Montana’s EVST program, now in its 35th year, is among the top 10 graduate programs in environmental studies in the country. Student interest and engagement with food and agricultural issues expanded greatly with the addition to the faculty of Dr. Hassanein in 2000. Four EVST graduate students initiated the UM’s Farm to College program, the first one in the state. In the program’s first year the University Dining Services generated business with more than 40 Montana growers and processors whose sales of beef, vegetables, fruit, wheat and flour products, and safflower cooking oil made up nearly 7 percent of the UM-UDS $2.5M annual food budget. 

2) Situated on the Flathead Indian Reservation, Lake County Community Development Corporation’s (Lake County CDC) Mission Mountain Cooperative Food Processing and Cooperative Development Center is providing processing, marketing, cooperative development and other infrastructure and business development support for over 20 community-based food and farming enterprises from throughout Montana. Lake County CDC’s two-year-old Community Food Project was instrumental in establishing the Western Montana Growers Cooperative and is linking Montana farmers to local markets, including to the UM’s Farm to College Program.  

3) AERO’s community-based, statewide “Buy Local” food campaign coincides with the developments at UM and Lake County CDC. Besides helping Montana producers gain entry into local restaurant and retail food markets, AERO is working with the Montana Departments of Agriculture and Health to move locally grown food into low-income markets through the WIC and Senior Farmers Market Nutrition programs. In 1990 AERO created its successful “farm improvement club” program, which has subsequently served as a model for similar farmer-driven research and development initiatives in other states around the country. AERO also developed a community food system study/action program and curriculum, which also has become a model for use in other communities and states. A 31-year-old member-driven grassroots organization, AERO has strong urban and rural constituencies and organizational partnerships committed to working on local food systems issues.

4) NCAT, a 30-year-old Montana-based national nonprofit, is best-known for its national sustainable agriculture information service (called ATTRA). In 2004, NCAT’s staff provided 36,000 responses to clients questions, ranging from sustainable production practices to marketing and processing business development.  The project web site had about one million unique visitors last year who downloaded over 400,000 ATTRA publications.  NCAT is also working collaboratively with a number of local, regional, Native American, and university partners to develop a Southwest Marketing Network to expand markets for small-scale, alternative and minority producers located in the Four Corners Area of Utah, Arizona, New Mexico, and Colorado. NCAT brings to this partnership overarching capacity in information development, dissemination, web site development, group facilitation, government relations, and project leadership and administration.

5) Artemis Common Ground is a Montana nonprofit that facilitates community-based efforts that simultaneously address ecological and economic needs. Artemis involves resource-dependent people (ranchers, loggers), environmental organizations and public agencies in the public policy arena. Artemis conceived and shepherded passage of Montana’s program for state purchase of conservation easements on agricultural land with significant ecological value, providing the networking and “honest brokering” needed to bring traditionally polarized community interests together, such as the Sierra Club and the Montana Farm Bureau and Stockgrowers. Artemis produces an award-winning weekly public radio interview program that explores issues and values of importance to Montanans. Alliance-building and facilitation are among Artemis’ strengths.

A Project Steering Committee, made up of the core partners plus additional collaborators, will lead strategic thinking and evaluation, guide the policy agenda, and monitor implementation. We chose this particular core partnership, in large part, because of who it can bring to the table. The steering committee, as one of its first acts, will convene the larger network of project collaborators to develop a process and structure for accountability and to keep the inner and outer circles connected. An important first step will be to develop ways to work together, communicate across our differences, make decisions, and stay accountable.

Communications Plan:

Audiences

Because this project is aimed ultimately at changing public policy, our targeted audiences include policymakers, and leaders and their organizations that typically focus their efforts on influencing policymakers. We’re aiming broadly because of the potential of community-based foods systems to appeal to diverse interests across sectors and political spectrums. 

Because of the strong public interest in economic development in Montana, and the willingness of policymakers to devote leadership and resources to it, the economic development community and its leaders are our most obvious audience beyond policymakers themselves and state agencies. However, because the contributions and needs of community-based and regional foods systems can be so broad—affecting nutrition and health, farming, food manufacturing, jobs, natural resources, social culture, community vitality and more, our goal is to build the broadest-based coalition we can. We won’t promise to start a new political movement in Montana, but it’s not an inconceivable outcome, especially given the reach of personal networks that our core partnership represents, and the sense that Montanans have of our sparsely populated state as one big neighborhood.  Everyone knows someone who knows the person you want to talk to.

We will focus on organizations and their members that we think have a stake in some aspect of community-based or regional food systems and economies. Those groups we will target include the MT Economic Development Association; Montana on the Move—an economic development project of the state’s seven largest cities; the state’s RC&Ds; the Montana State Advisory Council on Food and Nutrition; the myriad conservation and environmental organizations; the major state agricultural and commodity organizations; tribal leaders; the Montana Association of Churches; faculty and students from our colleges and universities; leaders of the Northwest Area Foundation-funded Montana Ventures 10-year rural poverty-reduction project; local, state and federal government officials—individually and via their organizations like the Montana Association of Counties and the Association of Cities and Towns; the Montana Chamber of Commerce; boards and staff of the state’s community foundations; the Center for the Rocky Mountain West, and more. We already have relationships with many of these among our core partnership.

Development Plan: 

We have committed, pending and potential sources of funding to match a substantial portion of the grant from Kellogg. 

While our Kellogg proposal has been pending, we have been able to begin some of the policy research, organizing and advocacy as a result of a generous private donation from Mary Stranahan, Montana philanthropist, and owner/operator of Common Ground Farm near St. Ignatius, Mont. The reason we got this early Kellogg match is that the state legislature meets for only 90 days (Jan.-April) in odd-numbered years, which means that without some early 2005 funding we would have missed Montana’s 2005 legislative session and not had another chance until 2007. Stranahan’s gift has enabled us to contract with a policy researcher-organizer for 2005, and a lobbyist for the 90-day 2005 legislative session. Without these funds, we risked losing some of the momentum and interest our proposal to Kellogg has generated over the past months. 

Our proposed Kellogg-funded activities are designed to turn the targeted audiences of this project into the institutional leaders of this work over the long-term. We will institutionalize these efforts by providing opportunities for policy-influencers and policymakers at all levels to come personally face-to-face with the opportunity that community-based food systems offer economically, socially and environmentally, and with the policy changes needed to realize that opportunity. Our partners’ track records of continuing the needed work beyond the end of grant funding is a direct result of designing our objectives and activities as participatory and collaboration-building. This strategy of education through action will continue to build the forces for change long after specific funding for this project is over. If we achieve our objectives, Montana’s own economic development resources will be available to advance the vision of regional food and ag economies.
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