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Project A - Minnesota Food Association – Big River Farms Growing Farmers Growing Farms 

I. Project Name 
 
BIG RIVER FARMS – GROWING FARMERS, GROWING FARMS 
Minnesota Food Association (MFA) Big River Farms Program December 2009 – November 2010 
Dated: December 8, 2010 
 
Minnesota Food Association was awarded a grant of $30,935 from the Minnesota Department of 
Agriculture through the FY 2009 USDA Specialty Crop Block Grant Program for the Period of December 1, 
2009 – November 30, 2010  (Grant contract #: B36371).  
 

II. PROJECT SUMMARY  
 
Minnesota’s population is becoming increasingly diverse. Minnesota has the largest population 
of Somali immigrants and large populations of other East Africa immigrants, the largest 
concentration of Hmong immigrants/refugees in a single city, and some of the fastest growing 
communities of Karen/Burmese and Bhutanese refugees in the nation. The existing immigrant 
and refugee resettlement programs do not address agriculture as a legitimate educational or 
career opportunity. Sustainable farming is a legitimate and viable part time job or full time 
occupation whereby a farmer can earn a decent living to support his/her family. Growing food 
is a highly relevant and necessary business that we all depend on and as the demand for local 
food grows, so do the possibilities for growing a business in this field. The most recent USDA Ag 
Census 2007, reports the fastest growing population of farm operators are non-white. The 
Census shows an increase in women as the principal operators. Six of the 9 farms in our 
program are led by women.  Ag Census also shows the number of farms increased slightly for 
the first time since WWII but this increase was in the very largest and the very smallest of 
farms. But the small-medium and medium-sized farms decreased significantly again. This is the 
demographic that MFA is working with – people of color farmers and/or farms in the range of 
$10,000 - $200,000 in sales annually.  
 
Interest in sustainable agriculture and local food is growing significantly – in the general public, 
among established farmers, at universities, in government agencies and in nonprofit programs. 
MFA is on-the-land with its constituents, with excellent staff and experience in working with 
immigrant farmers, and is well-respected and well-networked locally, regionally and nationally. 
MFA not only provides relevant, culturally-adapted, and appreciated services, but also produces 
a product (actual local, sustainably produced food) that is in public demand and creates 
revenues for the farmers and the organization.  
 
New immigrants wanting to become farmers and produce for local markets face both regular farming 
challenges and navigation of new language, culture, markets and systems. The purpose of this program 
is to assist socially disadvantaged and limited resource farms in the Minnesota and the St. Croix River 
Valley in establishing and growing their organic specialty crop farm enterprises. The focus will be on 
organic and sustainable methods through training and practice in classroom, field and individual 
sessions, and through participants beginning and operating their own initial farm production and 
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marketing enterprise. The participant farmers come from various immigrant communities including 
Latino (Mexico), East Africa (Kenya), South East Asia (Burma, Laos, Cambodia, Hmong, Bhutan), and two 
Caucasian women. Many of these farms are led by women. The objectives of this project are that all 
farms will complete organic certification, will complete food safety training and GAP certification, will 
have their own business plans in place, and will have increased skills and knowledge in new marketing 
strategies, including having at least 2 types of marketing outlets. These will be key components 
towards operating and enhancing the competitiveness of their own independent vegetable farm 
enterprises, which directly impacts the specialty crop industry. 
 
This project builds on the previous SCBGP grant in 2008-9009 by strengthening the training component 
of the program and the marketing aspects. We now have a more concrete set of training sessions to be 
conducted in the winter and during the season in the field. We are also further developing our market 
relationship brokering where we are moving beyond just brokering produce for the farmers but 
developing direct relationships between the buyers and our farmers. We then turn over the market 
directly to the farmer who works directly with the buyer and we help in communication and 
understanding.  
 

III. PROJECT APPROACH  
 
MFA worked directly with 9 farms in 2009, about 30 farmers, and reached over 200 farmers in different 
regards in 2009; all are low-income and considered socially-disadvantaged by USDA criteria (people of 
color, low income, and women). MFA had 10 farms signed up, but one farm principal operator lost his 
job and had to move away to find jobs before the season started. We conducted 10 winter workshop 
sessions, 10 in-field training sessions during the season, numerous individual field walks and 
consultations, and visited a few conferences and conducted our own conference. We also conduct 
regular ‘farmers forums’ to get feedback from the farmers about the program and how their operations 
are going. Each “farm” was 1/4 – 3 acres, produced 3 – 12 or more types of vegetables, and 2nd and 3rd 
year farmers sold to MFA’s Big River Farms CSA and/or wholesale distribution, together with their own 
other markets (farmers markets, restaurants, community events). MFA also provided support to about 
50 “gardeners” annually, usually elderly who garden for physical and mental health reasons and to grow 
the food they like from their homeland. 
 
In 2009, MFA reduced the CSA to 118 members in order to focus on quality and membership retention 
and relationship building. This year was the best CSA year for us ever. MFA also reduced the wholesale / 
retail marketing and focused on 4 larger wholesale accounts as H Brooks, Chipotle, Lunds, and Whole 
Foods, and a number of smaller retail accounts like Savories, Marine General Store, River Market Coop, 
Scandia Café, Butter Bakery, Concordia Language Village and other local outlets. The quality was 
excellent. However, acting as a produce broker still required a huge amount of staff time. We handed 
over the Marine General Store and Scandia Café market to Cala Farms directly. We will pursue more of 
this in 2010.  
 
In 2010, the Big River Farms comprehensive training program included 9 “farms” totaling about 25 
people.  The farmers came from Kenya, Cambodia, Mexico, Hmong and Burma (Karen). This intensive 
production farming training included 10 off-season classroom sessions, conferences and farm field visits, 
12 – 18 one-on-one individual sessions between MFA staff and each farm, and 10 in-field training 
sessions including planning, production, harvesting, marketing, distribution, etc. Each “farm” is allocated 
1/4 – 3 acres, produces 5 - 15 or more types of vegetables, and 2nd and 3rd year farmers sell to MFA’s Big 
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River Farms CSA and/or wholesale distribution, together with developing their own other markets 
(farmers markets, restaurants, community events).  
 
In 2010, MFA increased the CSA size from 118 to 162 members and maintained excellent quality and 
efficiencies. MFA also sold wholesale to River Market Coop, Savories, Stillwater Residence (senior 
assisted living facility), Open Arms of MN, Emergency Food Shelf Network, Whole Foods, Wholesale 
Produce and even The Dave Matthews Band. About 80% of the produce for these markets and the CSA 
comes from the farmers in training, thereby providing income for them and training in producing for and 
distributing to different markets. However, acting as a produce broker still requires a huge amount of 
staff time, so in 2010, MFA reduced the its direct sales to these accounts and worked with the farmers 
and buyers to establish their own direct relationships. This is allowing them to develop their own long-
term relationships and build direct markets for the new farmers. 
MFA operates its program and office from the Wilder Forest, May Township, Washington County. This 
land is leased at market value from Amherst Wilder Foundation. MFA has a 5-year lease due to expire, 
or renew, in December 2014. 
 
Project Partners 
The following constitute some key organizations that partner with MFA in carrying out the Big River 
Farms Program.  
 
USDA Farm Service Agency, St. Paul, MN: FSA and MFA collaborate through, linking land owners with 
immigrant farmers seeking farm land, outreach to the Immigrant farming community, in co-organizing 
the annual Immigrant Farming Conference in MN, and in connecting immigrant farmers to the various 
programs of the USDA. FSA also contributes funds to the Annual Conference. 
USDA NCR SARE:  MFA worked closely with SARE and two farm participants in our 
training program to apply for and receive SARE Farmer/Rancher grants in 2008 to develop 
hoop house/season extension, traditional herbs and produce projects. SARE also sponsored 
one MFA staff person to attend the annual National Organic Conferences by MOSES in Feb 
2010, which allowed MFA to re-allocate its own funds to support farmers to attend the 
conference.  
 
USDA NRCS: MFA and NRCS have developed a Conservation Plan contract on the EQIP 
Program that will begin in 2011.  NRCS also conducts a workshop and has a resource table 
at the annual immigrant farming conference.  MFA and NRCS also look to work together on 
the Hoop house / Season Extension Program in 2011, likely to be facilitating our 
participant farmers in applying to the program.  
 
Minnesota Department of Agriculture:  MFA works closely with MDA on their Organic 
Cost Share Program and their Minnesota Grown Program. MDA presents each year at the 
annual immigrant farming conference and a number of our farmers have signed up to be 
part of the MN Grown program because of this. MFA collaborates with MDA on their annual 
Specialty Crop Block Grant program.   
 
University of Minnesota, Department of Horticulture, Organic Agriculture: MFA will continue to 
collaborate with the department in the areas of training in soil improvement and conservation and the 
use of hoop houses in extended seasons and marketing. 
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University of Minnesota, Agriculture Safety and Health Program: They will continue to provide training 
in the areas of food safety and GAP/GHP practices. They are, in organizing the annual Immigrant farming 
Conference and other public events and in identifying new resources, partners, and immigrant farming 
communities.   
 
Association for the Advancement of Hmong Women in Minnesota: MFA and AAHWM collaborate 
through linking land owners with immigrant farmers seeking farm land, outreach to the SE Asia 
community and reaching low income families and communities, and in co-organizing the annual 
Immigrant Farming Conference in MN. AAHWM also facilitates a number of Hmong and Karen growers 
to participate in the workshops even though they are not enrolled in the full BRF program.  
 
 
 
AfroEco: AfroEco is one of 4 partners implementing a current community food assessment 
in 2 St. Paul neighborhoods through a USDA CFP Planning Grant. The four partners are 
AfroEco, MFA, Community Design Center of MN and The Minnesota Project (see below).  
 
Community Design Center of Minnesota: MFA works with CDC in bringing good, local food into low 
income communities and in the community food assessment initiative mentioned above.   
 
The Minnesota Project: The MN Project Local Foods Program works with MFA in their Heartland Food 
Network initiative to connect local chefs with local growers. This is another avenue in which we can 
connect our farmers with new market venues. MFA also works with The MN Project in the community 
food assessment initiative mentioned above.   
 
World Relief and Karen Organization of Minnesota (KOM):  MFA works with these two organizations in 
outreach to the new Karen community (from Burma) and in identifying potential Karen farmers to enter 
the program. In 2008, we had two Karen in our food farmer program. WR and KOM and MFA have 
developed a plan to support Karen immigrants in our training program and to expand current gardening 
programs for Karen elders. We had one Karen ‘farm” with 6 participants enrolled in our training 
program for 2010 of which the coordinator for this group works with KOM.  
 
Farmers Legal Action Group: FLAG acts as an advisor to MFA and provides interpretation and 
information on legal issues affecting immigrant and socially-disadvantaged farmers. FLAG is a key 
partner in organizing the annual Immigrant Farming Conference. FLAG has been instrumental in giving 
our farmers advice on farmer’s markets rules, other food distribution rules and on farm land leasing 
contracts and potential land and capital loan agreements.  
 
Family Assets for Independence in Minnesota (FAIM): One farmer in the MFA program connected with 
FAIM last year and has started a savings program. FAIM and MFA will work together to assist other 
farmers to set up IDAs and develop solid business plans that support the use of their IDA funds to 
advance their farm enterprises. FAIM allocates 5 – 10 spaces each year for socially-disadvantaged 
farmers in their savings program. 
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Institute for Agriculture and Trade Policy: IATP and MFA have partnered for over 10 years on various 
policy issues related to sustainable agriculture and local foods. Two years ago, IATP started a Community 
and Local Foods Program that is working corner store markets and mini-farmers markets as ways to get 
more fresh local food into lower income neighborhoods in the Twin Cities. Some MFA farmers have 
participated in these and more a planning to do so in the future. This fits well with our plans to develop 
more direct markets for the farmers in the MFA program.  
 
Land Stewardship Project: LSP and MFA have been partnering for over 25 years since the inception of 
both organizations in 1983. MFA partners with LSP through their New farm Beginnings Program, the Buy 
Fresh Buy Local campaign project, and in various advocacy actions related to serving socially-
disadvantaged farmers and promoting small-scale sustainable farming families.   MFA and LSP also share 
workshops for each other’s program participants. In previous years, a few farmers in the MFA program 
have also enrolled in the LSP training program as well. We will continue to share workshops and will 
work together on the improving farmland access to new farmers. One MFA staff is part of the St Croix 
Valley Buy Fresh Buy Local Campaign which is led by LSP. In another new initiative, MFA is working 
together with a network a CSA farms to develop a CSA support network with information for new 
farmers, new CSA consumers, and mentoring program pairing experienced CSA farmers with new CSA 
farmers.  
 
Midwest Food Connection: MFC and MFA partner each year in bringing 3 – 4 elementary school classes 
on farm visits to MFA’s farm annually. 
 
Minnesota Institute for Sustainable Agriculture (MISA): MISA supports MFA with many 
written materials on marketing and directories that we pass on to farmers and they 
support our annual immigrant farming conference. 
 
National Immigrant Farming Initiative: NIFI is a key partner of MFA in linking MFA programs and 
farmers to national issues affecting immigrant farmers and in sharing our lessons and successes with 
other farmers and organizations in different regions of the country. NIFI was a key collaborating partner 
in co-organizing the 3rd annual Immigrant Farming Conference in MN in March 2008.  NIFI acts a key 
resource for MFA in receiving information for and disseminating information from the organization and 
the farmers in MFA’s program. MFA Executive Director, Glen Hill, is on the NIFI Board of Directors since 
2008. 
 
Growing Power and the Growing Food for Justice Initiative: One MFA staff and a few farmers have 
attended the Growing Power agriculture training in Milwaukee. Growing Power conducted a workshop 
at MFA’s farm site on building a hoop house and MFA seeks to continue to work with Growing Power on 
farmer training workshops, including aquaculture. MFA plans for more farmers and staff to attend 
Growing Power workshops in 2011.  
 
Coop Stores: MFA has worked together with a number of Co-ops in the Twin Cities. All are key 
supporters of local foods and new immigrant farmers. In the past few years, we have sold produce from 
the farmers in our program to Mississippi Market Coop, Just Food Coop, Linden Hills Coop and River 
Market Coop. In 2009, we focused our relationship with the River Market Co-op in Stillwater, MN since 
they are the closest to us and we want to build a clientele and community in the St. Croix River Valley. 
River Market co-organized a Buyers/Growers local food workshop in Nov 2009 with MFA and LSP, and 
continues to be a good customer of Big River Farms. River Market is now working with MFA to develop 
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direct relationships with a few of our more experienced growers as well. They will be a key educational 
and market partner as we connect more and more growers with their own direct markets.  
 
Chipotle Mexican Grill: Chipotle started purchasing green bell peppers wholesale from Big River Farms 
in 2007. Chipotle acted as the incentive to develop our own Standard Operating Procedures for Good 
Agriculture Practices and to obtain GAP Certification. MFA continued to sell to Chipotle in 2008 and 
2009 as a means to support out farmers-in-training and to teach about selling to large wholesale 
accounts. However, for 2010, we have handed the Chipotle account over to one of our farm graduates 
as they continue to grow their farm and wholesale distribution. We will not sell to Chipotle in 2010, but 
plan to continue to sell to them later in working with 2 or 3 of our more experienced farmers. Chipotle 
and MFA will continue to partner as an incubator program in developing and mentoring farmers who 
seek to develop larger wholesale markets.   
 
Emergency Food shelf Network: MFA and EFN have been partnering for 5 years now through their 
Harvest for the Hungry Program. MFA collects contributions up to $3,000 from its members, contributes 
this to EFN, and then EFN purchases double the amount, up to $6,000 worth, of produce from MFA 
which primarily comes from the farmers-in-training. This is an additional, different type of market for 
our farmers, that helps the farmers earn more income and also acts as an outlet for “2nds” and bulk, 
lower-value produce (like zucchini and summer squash). EFN pays a flat rate of 1$/lb for all produce but 
is willing to take lesser quality. This type of market, together with the Open Arms, teaches farmers about 
different markets and helps them in their marketing plans for the season. 
 
Open Arms of Minnesota: Open Arms of MN operates a free meal service program for disabled adults 
and children, serving up to 5,000 meals per day. Open Arms and MFA will begin a new partnership in 
2010 to bring fresher, local, organic produce into their menu program. This creates a new type of market 
for our farmers and an outlet for “2nds” which will be processed into meals and reach to low income 
families and communities in the Twin Cities.  
 
Immigrant farmers: A core group of leading production farmers in our program is setting the trend – 
including individuals as Mhonpaj Lee, May Lee, Yee Yang and Mao Lee (all Hmong women running their 
own farming enterprises) and Rodrigo Cala, and Margarito Ramos (Latino men running their own 
farming enterprises) – to act as future extension agents in their communities in promoting sustainable 
and organic farming and local food systems. Mhonpaj’s Garden will be running its own CSA for the 2nd 
year in 2010, the first Hmong CSA in MN. The Cala Farms have developed their own Standard Operating 
Procedures for GAP and passed the GAP certification process on their own this year after MFA’s training 
and guidance for the past 3 years. Two other farms set up their own CSAs this season. And 4 or 5 farms 
will be developing their own, new direct markets with local stores, coops and restaurants with the 
support and coaching of MFA. 
 
Trainers.  MFA utilizes a variety of external trainers for the various training classes. Many trainers come 
from organizations and agencies listed in the ‘collaborating partners’ section, as well as other 
independents. Below is a partial list of trainers that have worked with us before and plan to continue to 
do so in the future.  
1. Nigatu Tadesse, Outreach Coordinator, USDA Farm Service Agency. USDA FSA loan programs, crop 

reports, NAP crop insurance and filing Schedule F. 
2. Laura Frerichs. Loon Organics Farm, Owner and Manager. Costs of Production, CSA operations and 

management, selling at farmers markets, farm business planning. 
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3. Xe Susanne Moua. Urban farmer. Urban farming and marketing, and CSA operations. 
4. Jack Hedin. Featherstone Farms, Owner and Manager. CSA and wholesale marketing, land leasing. 
5. Hli Xyooj. Farmers Legal Action Group, lawyer. NAP insurance and land and farmers markets 

contracts. 
6. Mike Noreen. Burning River Farm, owner and manager. Direct Marketing, CSAs and farmers 

markets. 
7. Danny Schwartzmann. Common Roots Café, Owner and manager. Marketing to local restaurants 
8. Jim Groskopf. St Paul Public Schools Nutrition Services, Purchasing Analyst. Selling fresh produce to 

schools and institutions. 
9. Jack Gertin. St Paul Farmers Market, Market manager. Selling at farmers markets. 
10. Bud Markhart. University of Minnesota, professor and researcher. Soils, Organic production and 

hoop house/season extension production. 
11. Carl Rosen, University of Minnesota, Extension. Soils and soil fertility. 
12. Terry Nennich. University of Minnesota, Extension. Hoop house and season extension production. 
13. Cindy Tong. University of Minnesota, Extension. Post harvest physiology and handling. 
14. Michelle Grabowski. University of Minnesota, researcher. Plant pests, insects and diseases. 
15. Kevin Cavanaugh. University of Minnesota, Extension. Integrated Pest Management. 
16. Michele Schermann. University of Minnesota, Extension. Food safety. 
17. Jim Riddle. University of Minnesota Extension. Organic production and certification. 
18. Amy Bacigalupo and Karen Stettler. Land Stewardship Project. Farm goal setting and business 

planning. 
19. Big River Farms participants that also help as trainers: 

o Rodrigo Cala – hoop houses, general farm management, irrigation, costs of production, 
tomatoes, wholesale marketing and distribution 

o Moses Momanyi – ethnic produce marketing, direct marketing 
o May Lee and Mhonpaj Lee – organic production, farmers markets, greenhouse production, 

starting CSAs 
 

IV. GOALS AND OUTCOMES ACHIEVED  
 
The specific objectives with measureable outcomes for this project for the Specialty Crop Block Grant 
Program through the MN Dept of Agriculture include: 
 
1) Provide technical assistance by training for USDA Organic Certification to 10 socially 
disadvantaged farms; increasing their knowledge and skills of crop rotation, soil nutrition management 
for pest management and marketing opportunities.   
 
Result: All 9 farms in the Big River Farms Program 2010 were certified organic by MCIA again in 2010, 
some for the first time and others for their 2nd or 3rd consecutive year. BRF was certified organic and all 
the individual farms in the program each received their own individual certification as well. Each farm 
had its own daily/weekly field log and the Farm Manager and Training Coordinator held weekly field 
walks with each farm to review and confirm this. All the farmers maintain they practice organic methods 
and obtain organic certification for 2 main reasons: They believe that organic farming is the best method 
for the land, their health and the public health based on their values and principles; and that it makes 
them a better farmer and they wear this practice and certification like a badge of honor. All farms in the 
program used sustainable growing practices evidenced by the use of organic compost and their support 
for crop rotation and cover cropping for soil fertility.  
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2) Provide technical assistance by training for USDA Good Agricultural Practices (GAP) 
Certification to 10 socially disadvantaged farms; increasing their knowledge and skills in harvest, post-
harvest, food safety and packing and distribution. 
 
Result: MFA did not apply for GAP certification in 2010 because we did not sell to Chipotle which was 
the only market that required the GAP certification. Instead, we handed over this lucrative market to 
one of our graduate farms (Cala Farms) to help them build up their markets. They completed their Gap 
certification on their own farm in 2010. We consider this a huge success all around. All farms in the 
training program understand food safety issues and practices and follow these practices. We conducted 
2 food safety training sessions and a post-harvest handling session as well. Big River Farms maintained 
all the GAP practices and monitored this on a regular basis throughout the season.  
 
3) Provide farm business management training to 10 socially disadvantaged farms including 
records management, risk management, marketing management and financial management through 
one to one meetings.  
 
Result: Not all farms in the training program actually completed their own business plan, but all the 
farms began the process. They all kept greatly improved records including their daily/weekly field log 
books, expenses, soil inputs, revenues from markets, invoice booklets and all the necessary paperwork 
for organic certification.  MFA will focus more intently on this aspect of having each farm develop an 
operational draft of a business plan in 2011. It is both a cultural aspect and time aspect to get the 
farmers to develop a plan. But we see that as the farms’ operations become more complicated and 
involved, they are coming to their own realization to the value of having a plan, especially when 
planning for the coming season.  
 
4) Provide technical assistance towards accessing non-traditional markets to 10 socially 
disadvantaged farms. 
Result: Each 2nd-year and 3rd-year farm had 2 or more regular market channels and many of the 1st-year 
farms had 2 markets as well. Three farms ran their own CSA in addition to supplying the BRF CSA. One 
farm sold to the Chisago school district for the first year. Three farms sold at regular farmers markets. 
MFA help one farm get established at the new Mahtomedi Farmers Market. 6 of the farms contributed 
to the BRF wholesale markets and learn about grading and packing. These markets included River 
Market Coop, Whole Foods, Emergency Food shelf Network, Savories Restaurant, and numerous other 
smaller markets and some one-time sales (like The Dave Matthews Band when they were in town in 
Sept.). All the farms produced at least $1,000 worth of produce and all the farms but one sold more than 
$1,000 even from a ¼ acre. We estimate that the farmers were yielding between $4,000 – $12,000 per 
acre in gross sales based on our records and comparing their records and field yield estimates.  
  

Specific Action by Farmer Evaluation and Verification # Producers Reached 
Practice organic methods 100%, 
completes forms and records 

Organic certification 9 Farms  (total of 25 farmers) 

Improve soil, weeds and pest 
management 

Adding compost, rotating crops, 
add measures to control erosion, 
improved irrigation techniques 

9 Farms (total of 25 farmers) 

Diversified markets to 2 or more Selling at 2 or more markets, 8 Farms (total of 20 farmers) 
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channels increased farm revenues 
Improved Farm Enterprise 
management 

Farm has a business plan 2 Farms (total of 6 farmers) 

Improved Food Safety Farm follows GAP/GHP methods 9 Farms (total of 25 farmers) 
Provides inputs to MFA program Participates in Farmers Forums. 

Meeting notes. 
6 Farms (total of 18 farmers) 

 
 
Training Sessions and Farmers Forums for October 2009 – October 2010 
 
When Topic Facilitator Comments 
October 25 Farmers Forum, End-of-Year All 

Farmers Meeting 
MFA – all staff 20 farmers attended 

November 7 
and 8 

Hoop house Construction Workshop MFA – all staff, 
volunteers and 
farmers 

BRF fields 

November 12, 
2009 

Buyer/Grower Workshop, with LSP 
and River Market 

MFA, LSP, River 
Market, and others 

3 farmers 

Nov 2009 Cabbage crop pest control Wisconsin Farm 3 farmers 
Jan 10, 2010 BRF Orientation and introduction MFA staff 25 farmers 
Jan 14, 2010 Organic Farming and intro to 

certification 
MFA staff 10 farmers 

Jan 24, 2010 CSA operations and marketing MFA staff 10 farmers 
Jan 31, 2010 Farm Business planning MFA staff 9 farmers 
Feb 7, 2010 Wholesale marketing MFA staff 18 farmers 
Feb 14, 2010 Seed starting at Home MFA staff 14 farmers 
Feb18, 2010 Crop planning and plot mapping MFA Staff 13 farmers 
Feb 19 – 20, 
2010 

Immigrant Farming Conference in St 
Paul – numerous topics in 12 
workshops 

MFA staff, Planning 
Committee, many 
presenters 

166 farmers; total 242 
participants 

Feb 25 – 27, 
2010 

MOSES National Organic Farming 
Conference, LaCrosse, WI 

Many presenters 5 MFA staff and 8 
farmers 

March 14, 2010 Marketing at Farmers Markets MFA staff 12 farmers 
March 21, 2010 Farm Business Planning II LSP staff and MFA 

staff 
19 farmers 

March 28, 2010 Record Keeping Rodrigo Cala (BRF 
graduate) and MCIA, 
FSA, and MFA staff 

18 farmers 

April 25, 2010 Orientation to Big River Farms and 
food safety practices on the farm 

MFA staff 13 farmers 

May 2, 2010 Irrigation systems MFA Staff 12 farmers 
May 16, 2010 Soil Fertility and maintenance Bud Markhart, 

Organic Horticulture 
Professor  

13 farmers 

May 23, 2010 Weeding techniques and management MFA staff 14 farmers 
June 13, 2010 Post-harvest Handling and Food Safety Cindy Tong, UMN 13 farmers 
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Extension; and 
Michele Schermann, 
UMN Agriculture 
Safety Program 

July 11, 2010 Plant diseases and organic approaches Michelle Grabowski 
and Kevin Cavanaugh 

14 farmers 

July 18, 2010 Tractor Basics for Small Farms MFA Staff 14 farmers 
Aug 22, 2010 Cover cropping and putting fields to 

rest 
MFA staff 12 farmers 

Sept 19, 2010 Seed Saving Basics Kathleen Plunkett-
Black 

15 farmers 

Sept 26, 2010 Season Extension and Hoop house 
growing 

MFA Staff; Bud 
Markhart, UMN 

12 farmers 

Sept 27-28 Cooperators Conference USDA Office 
of Outreach and Advocacy in St Louis, 
MO 

MFA Exec Dir.; 
Training Coor; and 
one farmer 

3 people 

Oct 25, 2010 End of the Year All Farmers Meeting MFA staff and 
Farmers in Training 

20 people 

 
MFA staff continue to work with all the farmers on an individual basis in developing their business plans, 
marketing strategies and direct markets. The majority of the Training Coordinator’s time is spent in 
working with farmers, specifically on items as organic certification applications, GAP certification 
applications, applications to USDA SARE Farmer grants, pest intervention and control, quality control 
and produce grading, packaging, and so on. While the number of farmers is relatively small, the 
relationship is close, intensive and supportive. 
 
Five MFA Staff and 8 farmers in the BRF program participated in the MOSES National Organic 
Conference in La Crosse, WI from Feb 25 – 27, 2010. For all the farmers this was their first time to this 
conference and for most of them, this was their first-ever farmer conference. It was a huge success. 
MFA sponsored their travel and expenses to the conference. 
 
MFA continued to operate a Food Farmers Program in partnership with the SE Asia Adult Program of 
Wilder Foundation and Wingspan Life Resources Hmong Elder Program. About 50 Hmong elders 
produce magnificent vegetables on individual or family plots covering a total of about 4.2 acres. All the 
gardeners come from Ramsey County and primarily, St. Paul. About 66% are women.  This program 
emphasizes the cultural traditions of Hmong farmers and carrying on these agricultural traditions, 
together with promoting the mental and physical health of elders and the production of local food. 
Everyone enthusiastically attests to the great benefit of this program. They also produce enough food 
for 160 – 200 families for 16 weeks, plus an additional amount for storage and canning throughout the 
year. They held 2 farmer markets at the Wilder Office in 2010. 
 
Farmers Forums 
 
MFA conducted 2 farmers’ forums in 2010 which are simply listening sessions for the MFA staff to meet 
with the farmers in the program. This is especially beneficial for the Executive Director and management 
staff to hear the ideas and issues of the farmers and to share the overall program and organizational 
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issues of MFA with the farmers. MFA also conducted its annual End-of-the-Season All Farmers Meeting 
in October 2010 where we ate and conducted a participatory evaluation.  
 
Annual Immigrant and Minority Farming Conference 
 
MFA, USDA FSA, and the Association of Hmong Women in MN (together with a significant group of 
volunteers) conducted the 5th Annual Immigrant Farming Conference was held from Feb 19-20, 2010 in 
St Paul at the Wilder Foundation Auditorium with 166 farmer participants and about 60 organization 
and agency representatives attending.  This is the largest gathering of immigrant farmers in the Midwest 
and one of the largest in the nation currently. Report is attached. This included 10 breakout workshops 
over 2 days. The conference remains free to farmer participants.  Each year the conference becomes 
more relevant and practical for the immigrant farmers as all the workshops must be presented by 
farmers and/or practitioners and all workshops have simultaneous interpretation. Sessions cover topics 
as organic certification, farmers markets, restaurant markets, pest and disease control, irrigation, and 
more. The 6th Annual Immigrant Farming Conference will be held from Feb 4 - 5, 2010 in St Paul and 
MDA is contributing to this conference through MFA’s Specialty Crop Block Grant for 2011.  
 
Public Awareness and Education 
 
MFA conducts a variety of activities to engage the community and raise public awareness. MFA 
conducted two major farm public events each year – the Spring Open House in May and the Fall Harvest 
Party in October. These events include farm tours, program and issue discussions, and visits with 
farmers in the program and sharing information and fresh local food.  MFA hosted 3 school children 
groups and 2 youth groups to the farm in 2010. MFA hosted a group of about 12 Somali youth from 
Barron, WI, for a day on the farm and training in post-harvest handling. MFA partnered with the Pohlad 
Family Foundation to be a worksite for four North Minneapolis youth to work on the farm for one day 
per week for 5 weeks in July – August. MFA also held monthly Community Work Days from April through 
October that were open to the public where people can come to the farm and ‘work’ for a day, or half 
day, and learn about organic farming. This has been hugely popular for families who want to expose 
their children to a first-hand experience on an organic farm.  MFA partnered with Slow Foods MN and 
hosted a Slow Food Dinner in Oct 2010 with four exceptional regional chefs preparing local food for 
about 80 people. This was a fundraiser. MFA also conducted four “Thank you Tours” of the farm for a 
select group of 12 -1 5 individual donors from June – October. MFA also hosted a visiting group from the 
ELCA Food and Ethnics Conference, the International Fellows Group from the Humphrey Institute, the 
Washington County Master Gardeners, the MN Department of Agriculture Organic Advisors Committee 
meeting, the Buy Fresh Buy Local St Croix Valley Planning Committee, and the National Immigrant 
Farming Initiative Annual Board Meeting. (We seem to do a lot of hosting). MFA staff makes regular 
presentations about food and farming to church and community groups as well. The Executive Director 
spoke to two Rotary Clubs, one church, one school class and one business in 2010. MFA and MFA 
farmers have also been featured on local radio station shows and local cable TV shows. MFA was 
featured on national public television in the America’s Heartland show 
( http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xrI5ZbA0gxg ). MFA also made its own Big River Farms Program 
video (http://www.youtube.com/user/mnfoodassociation ) 
 

V. BENEFICIARIES  
 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xrI5ZbA0gxg
http://www.youtube.com/user/mnfoodassociation
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Target groups: The program primarily serves communities of immigrants, particularly Latino, Hmong, 
Laotian, Cambodian, Burmese, Karen, Kenyan, and Bhutanese and African-American farmers and others 
from East Africa and Southeast Asia.  All the farmers in our program are considered “low income” by IRS 
standards and are “socially disadvantaged” by USDA standards. The farmers all come from the 7 county 
Twin Cities Metro Area and the St Croix River Valley of MN and Wisconsin. Primarily, they live in Ramsey 
and Hennepin Counties.  In 2010, MFA is working directly with 9 “farms”, representing about 30 farmers. 
All these farmers but one have primary full time jobs as teachers, translators, factory workers, nurses, 
and other jobs, but are all low wage jobs. MFA also works with an additional 50 “food farmers” in the 
program who are primarily Hmong elders who produce mostly for themselves and community. We 
reached an additional 20 – 40 farmers through our classroom and field training classes that are open to 
the public and have between 2 – 10 farmers from outside the program at each session. We reach 
another 160 – 200 immigrant farmers through the Annual Minority and Immigrant Farmers Conference 
held in Feb or March each year (the 6th conference will be February 4-5, 2011). Overall, MFA reaches 
about 300 immigrant farmers annually with training, technical support and outreach. 
Other groups that benefit from this project in include the 160 families in the BRF CSA, the 90 or so more 
families reached by the farmers’ own direct CSA operations, the hundreds of families that purchase food 
from the farmers at the farmers markets, the hundreds of families that receive food at various food 
shelves donated by MFA through Emergency Food Shelf Network, and the other countless families that 
receive food from MFA through the other wholesale and retail distributors like River Market Coop, 
Whole Foods, etc. 
The wholesale and retail venders benefit by receiving quality local organic food for their businesses that 
help to increase the quality of their service and their reputations for supporting local farmers and 
providing quality food.   
 
Impact and Project Benefits:  
 
MFA has always practiced organic methods, and in 2008, became organic certified. All the farmers 
participating in the Big River Farms program and farming at Big River Farms must practice organic 
growing methods and maintain the organic certification of the land.  This is the first structured training 
process with immigrant farmers in MN transitioning to organic certification.   Organic certification is fully 
integrated into our training program.  This integrated program has proven to provide significant boost to 
the farms’ enterprise development and stabilizing the farm operations. In only 2 years, 100% of the 
farms in our training program have expanded their production and sales and diversified their 
knowledge, while 40% of recent alumni farms have been able to obtain their own land. 33% have 
started their own CSA and others are exploring the possibility. 33% have used the contacts built by MFA 
to develop their own direct intermediate markets and others have been able to find their own direct 
markets with training from MFA. All of the farmers that have entered our program for even one year 
since 2007 are still farming in some capacity today. Big River Farms is one of two farms in MN that 
supply green peppers to Chipotle Restaurants for the past 3 years. For the 2010 season, MFA developed 
this $13,000+ market and trained the Cala Farms, a BRF alumni, to carry forward directly. Chipotle and 
MFA consider this a great success story.  
 
Another significant impact of the program is that as we are building relationships and 
breaking down stereotypes between buyers / wholesalers and immigrant farmers.  
We work with wholesale buyers to show that limited resource, minority and immigrant 



15 

 

farms are actually using sustainable, healthy growing practices and producing significant 
quantity and quality produce.   
 
Highlights 
• MFA is the only organization in Minnesota that focuses on training immigrants to be farmers, and is 

one of only about 20 or so in the nation.  
• Training in Good Agriculture Practices/Good Handling Practices and food safety – possibly the only 

training for immigrant producers in Minnesota. MFA did do GAP certification in 2010. 
• Training in organic practices and organic certification – the first and only USDA Certified Organic 

immigrant farmers in Minnesota. 
• Immigrant farmers are gaining knowledge and earning income within the training program. In 2010, 

9 immigrant farms (about 30 farmer participants) in production training earned between $1,000 - 
$30,000 in gross revenues, with yields at about $4,000 - $12,000/acre.  

• New immigrant farmers have connections and recognition with 5 or more major wholesale markets 
through the farmer’s name on each box of their wholesale produce. Farmers have begun to develop 
their own marketing and branding approaches. MFA connected 3 farms with new farmers markets 
and another farm with the Chisago school district. Three farms have set up their own small CSAs, 
based on MFA’s model, and continue to further establish their farming businesses. MFA also 
connected 3 farms to their own direct retail markets in 2009 (local stores) and will continue to work 
as a market relationship mentor and connector. 

• MFA, Cala Farms and Chipotle worked together in transferring the full Chipotle green pepper 
account to Cala Farms for 2010. Cala Farms conducted their own GAP and Organic Certification and 
worked directly with Chipotle and their distributor in the Twin Cities. Cala Farms produced about 5% 
of the green peppers used in the Chipotle restaurants in MN, and are looking at onions and 
jalapenos for the 2011 season.  

• Supporting farmers to get on their own land. Two Latino brothers bought their own farm and 
established “Cala Farms”. Another farm graduated in 2008 and started their own “Freedom Farm”. 
Mhonpaj’s garden continues in our training program but has leased an additional 5 acres on another 
site and expanded their operations. And Encore Farm, specializing in heirloom dry beans, has now 
entered into a long-term lease and expanded their operations at another site nearby in Stillwater. 
All the farms continue to be certified organic. 

• Connecting farmers to USDA and other farmer-support programs. Two farmers are currently 
applying for their own USDA SARE grants for 2011, with MFA’s mentoring, to develop new 
production and marketing approaches. 

• MFA has contracted with the USDA NRCS to implement a ‘conservation plan’ from 2011 – 2014 
involving soil conservation and pollinator habitat. MFA is now working with NRCS to connect our 
farmers to their new Season Extension/Hoophouse cost share program for the 2011 season. 

• Support for immigrant farmers in new partnerships and civic engagement for knowledge, network 
resources and to have their voices heard; linking with relevant government agencies and programs, 
businesses, and nonprofits. 

• Assisting other socially-disadvantaged groups through partnerships. MFA’s gardening program, with 
Wilder Foundation and Wingspan Life Resources, significantly improves the mental, spiritual and 
physical health of about 50 Hmong elders in the program.  

• Assisting low income communities obtain fresh produce. MFA provided about 5,000 pounds of fresh 
produce to local food shelves through Emergency Food Shelf Network and directly to other food 
shelves. 
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• Building healthy communities. Improved status and perception of immigrants, and their professional 
and productive role as citizens in society. 

• More immigrant communities (Karen, Burmese, Bhutanese, East African), and Caucasian women and 
African-American communities, are entering MFA’s training program. 

• MFA continues to lead the co-hosting and organizing of the only minority and immigrant farming 
conference in MN on an annual basis which continues to draw increasing numbers of immigrant 
farmers each year.  

• Identifying and developing sustainable ways to link low income, urban communities with local food. 
In partnership with AfroEco, The Minnesota Project, Community Design Center of MN and MFA, we 
conducted a one-year community-based study on food security issues in two neighborhoods in St 
Paul. The report was completed in November 2010 and plans will be made from there.  The Report 
is available on request. 

 
VI. LESSONS LEARNED  

 
Our future plans and the outcome of our strategic planning process help to highlight our lessons learned 
and directions we want to take.  As MFA grows the training program and the access to various markets, 
we need a Strategic Plan to address some specific program and institutional issues and to find clear 
direction for the future.  The staff and board identified this need in 2006, and staff has begun to address 
this in 2007 and 2008 through numerous long meetings and a one-day workshop. As the board changed 
and grew, these issues became increasingly evident at the governance level as well. The Board held two 
specific strategic planning discussions in Sept-Oct 2008. This consolidated our thinking. The Board 
established a Strategic Planning Task Force in March 2009. In September 2009, we engaged Gordon 
Goodwin to guide us through the Real-Time Strategy Planning Process” based on David La Piana’s book, 
The Nonprofit Strategy Revolution:  Real-Time Strategic Planning in a Rapid-Response World. The La 
Piana process leads nonprofit board and staff members in developing and testing a dynamic strategic 
decision-making framework.  We held two board and staff retreats and two board only retreats, and 
then followed up with 5 more board sessions of 1 ½ hours attached to board meetings and have 
developed our Strategic Road Map. This Road Map outlines our big goal to develop a network of 15 or 
more immigrant farms that can produce and distribute over 1.5 million dollars (approximately 1.5 
million pounds) of fresh produce into our local food supply and economy by 2015. We have framed the 
“big questions” – the major opportunities and challenges that we currently and will face - and then 
determine our best actions to implement our activities.  In addition, we expect that we will be able to 
continue to use this approach as the future unfolds.  MFA staff are currently developing an Action Plan 
with monitoring and evaluation components to move the Plan forward in the coming year.  We envision 
a network of immigrant producers, with strong farm production and business skills, with a portfolio of 
markets and opportunities, who will be working together to produce and distribute a very large amount 
of fresh produce into the food supply chain of the Twin Cities Metro Area and St Croix River Valley. 
 
The brokering of markets and relationships to markets is highly valued by our farmers. In 2011, MFA will 
continue to broker produce for the farmers to a variety of wholesale and intermediary vendors, but MFA 
will work with the farmers and buyers to establish their own direct relationships and act more as a 
‘market relationship broker’. This will allow them to develop their own long-term relationships and build 
direct markets for the new farmers. 
 
MFA needs to both increase the number of farmers we reach and at the same time maintain the quality 
and integrity of the main training program which by its nature cannot handle significant increases in the 
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number of participant ‘farms’. In 2011, MFA will be working directly with 10 “farms”, representing about 
30 – 35 farmers, in our comprehensive training program. They are from Kenya, Hmong, Cambodia and 
Karen and possibly Oromo and Bhutanese. We will also continue with the food farmer program with 
about 50 Hmong elders. We will also reach an additional 20 – 40 farmers through our general training 
program because we have now opened up all the individual training sessions to the general public and 
have between 2 – 10 farmers from outside the program at each session. We will also reach another 160 
– 200 immigrant farmers through the annual immigrant farming conference in February 2011. 
 
Many farmers are interested in other complimentary aspects of running a farm. One aspect is whole 
farm management. MFA has recently developed a Conservation Plan for the EQIP Program of the NRCS 
that will run from 2011 – 2013.  We will work with the farmers in the program in both understanding the 
value of this program and the implementation and the value it has to the overall farm. We also hope to 
use this mechanism to connect more farmers with more farmer programs out there. We hope to be able 
to connect more farmers with NRCS in 2011, especially if NRCS continues with the cost-sharing program 
for hoop houses and season extension. We are also going to work with farmers in hoop house 
development and management and in greenhouse production.  
 
The only one outcome not achieved was the actual GAP certification as explained in Goal #2. We 
conducted food safety training and worked with our farmers on food safety throughout the season. But 
because we were not selling to Chipotle who required it, and because of the amount of work and money 
it takes for an organization with limited funds and limited staff capacity, and because it is a distraction 
away from our main focus of training and working with farmers, we decided to forego the actual 
certification audit this season. We will likely be going back to GAP certification in the 2012 season. 
 
 

VII. CONTACT PERSON  
 
Glen Hill, Executive Director 
Minnesota Food Association 
14220-B Ostlund Trail North 
Marine on St. Croix, MN 55047 
Tel:  (651) 433 - 3676 (ext. 11) 
Fax: (651) 433 - 5050 
< glenhill@mnfoodassociation.org > 
www.mnfoodassociation.org  
 
  
 
Project B - Women’s Environmental Institute – Community Food Project  

MN Department of Agriculture Food Specialty Crop Grant Progress Report 

                                                      December 2011 

Submitted by Women’s Environmental Institute and Environmental Justice Advocates of 
MN 

mailto:glenhill@mnfoodassociation.org
http://www.mnfoodassociation.org/
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                                                   Agreement Number 12-25-B-0931 

  

Project Title: Community Food Project to Increase Production and Consumption of 
Culturally-based, Healthful Specialty Food Crops in the Northside Neighborhoods and the 
Phillips Neighborhood in Southside Minneapolis. 

  

PROJECT SUMMARY  

The purpose of the Community Food Project was to provide opportunities and resources for cross-cultural, cross-
neighborhood research, development, and implementation of economic initiatives to increase and sustain the 
competitiveness of certain culturally-based traditional specialty foods. The project was an extensive collaboration of 
two community-based environmental justice organizations – Women’s Environmental Institute (WEI), based in 
South Minneapolis, and Environmental Justice Advocates of Minnesota (EJAM), based in North Minneapolis. The 
focus communities were the predominantly African American neighborhoods of North Minneapolis (North side) and 
the mostly Native American and Latino neighborhoods of the Phillips Community in South Minneapolis (Phillips). 
While both communities have diverse stories, cultures, and traditions, they share similar socio-economic and 
political challenges to living more sustainably. The communities of North Side and Phillips have some of the highest 
rates of obesity, diabetes, heart disease, cancer, and high blood pressure in the Midwest. This critical health disparity 
issue has been directly linked to poverty and the lack of access to healthy food choices. There is limited opportunity 
for economic development and wealth creation within these communities. According to a 2005 study by the 
Brookings Institute, the Twin Cities metro area had the second highest disparity between urban and suburban 
poverty. African Americans in North Side, for instance, have one of the lowest rates of home ownership for any 
population in the U.S.  

Many of the foods, spices, and medicinal herbs that make up the traditional food systems of African American, 
Native American, and Latino peoples living in North side and Phillips are known to contain a rich diversity of 
macro- and micro-nutrients as well as protective factors that can guard against diseases such as cancer. As such, they 
offer tremendous potential to improve health and economic opportunity in the North side and Phillips while 
increasing competitiveness of Minnesota specialty foods in the regional and national markets. These two urban 
neighborhoods lacked the training and resources needed to reclaim vital, long-standing organic food production and 
consumption traditions that once supported their cultural communities’ nutritional health, well-being, and 
agricultural-based economies -- economies which were also environmentally conservative and restorative of the soil.  

The project had a strong operational link with rural and regional partnership resources committed to supporting and 
enhancing the cross-cultural, cross community organic farming skills and training necessary to sustain production, 
distribution and competitive marketing of these culturally-based traditional specialty food and herb crops. It should 
also be noted that intergenerational transfer of cultural food knowledge and production skills between elders and 
youth that happen as part of knowledge sharing activities (i.e., organic agricultural skills training and traditional 
food sharing/harvest gatherings) was a purposeful strategy for ensuring the sustainability of these specialty crops 
and herbs in today’s agricultural marketplace.  

The major motivation for this project grew out of the heightened awareness and research about how racial health 
disparities are related to food injustice and  “food deserts”  in our inner city urban communities,  plus the excitement 
over urban farming opportunities that have blossomed in these same communities. Our Twin Cities local and state 
government initiatives (like this one from MDA) have helped to create hope that public support can provide the 
opportunities and resources needed by cultural communities to approach and develop sustainable food justice 
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responses for themselves -- including the opportunity to create specialty crops based on traditional cultural values 
and skills.  

  

PROJECT APPROACH  

Activities performed during the grant period. Whenever possible, describe the work accomplished in both 
quantitative and qualitative terms. Include the significant results, accomplishments, conclusions and 
recommendations. Include favorable or unusual developments 

Summary of activities and tasks performed during the grant period:  

Assembled the Food Justice Council to guide the initiative. We were able to recruit five organizations interested in 
food justice and growing food specialty crops who are affiliated with North side Minneapolis and five affiliated with 
Phillips Community Neighborhoods in South Minneapolis. In each case, they became the basis for the Community 
Food Justice Council (CFJC) participants. Included were three African American, one Hmong and one Native 
American community organization affiliated with EJAM on the North side. Those participating from the South side 
included two Native American, one Hmong, and two Latino organizations affiliated with WEI. The Council began 
meeting monthly for about 7 months. Training with Growing Power, Inc. and the business plan training with Latino 
Economic Development Center (LEDC) replaced the on-going meetings for two different months and then resumed. 
Monthly Council meetings were temporarily suspended during the flurry of soil preparation and spring planting by 
the individual grower collectives and begin again as a Council in July.  

Recruited growers in North side and Phillips Neighborhoods. We successfully recruited growers’ collectives from 
each of the ten (10) organizations. In four cases the growers represented families who joined individuals who lead 
the growers collective. In another case the growers came together out of a culturally specific housing community for 
Native American families. In two others cases growers were coming together based on a church affiliation. Three 
others joined together to form a growers group based on cultural identity—Hmong, Indigenous Native American 
and Indigenous Latino. In total there were ten participating grower groups. 

Conducted a two day Organic Agricultural Production Training for growers. WEI sponsored a two days hands-on 
skills training with Will Allen, Founder and CEO of Growing Power, Inc., at WEI’s Amador Hill farm campus. 
Each of the growers was invited to participate and received scholarships to do so. The day before, a special on-site 
training with Will Allen was dedicated to the Community Food Justice Council participants and held at Little Earth 
of United Tribes Community (one of the farm collective growing sites). It was focused on composting to build soil 
that was both free of toxic contaminants and high in nutritive value. Both adults and youth apprentices attended the 
training at both venues. Additionally, EJAM recruited University of MN Agriculture researchers to take soil samples 
to analyze and to teach that sampling process to the Food Justice Council members for their own land.  

Assisted collective and individual growers in developing business plans for specialty crops. What began as a three 
day training had to be expanded to be a five day training in visioning, understanding basic food/farm justice 
concepts, exploring cultural inter-connections related to food and agricultural business and marketing issues.  It 
culminated in hands-on help with business planning formats. The need to provide interpreters and translators for 
Hmong and Spanish-speaking participants slowed the process but greatly enriched it also.  

Assisted growers in accessing seed, land and other resources needed to start crop production. Identifying available 
land with permission to grow food for market production was a huge challenge throughout the process for all but 
four of the growers. This has been one of the major reasons for extending the original timeline of the project. The 
city of Minneapolis has imposed restrictions on selling produce grown on city- owned land. Accessing seed and 
growing seedlings had not been difficult; however ensuring access to adequate water resources continued to be a 
challenge that is still under development for several of the project’s farmers.  
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Established linkages to local and regional markets for distribution and sale of specialty crops. The business training 
provided an early how-to discussion for this activity. As noted, it was especially challenging given the need for 
additional time to provide for interpreting and translation the training into several languages plus the unfamiliarity 
with entrepreneurial marketing experience for most of our farmers.  Four grower groups were successful in making 
progress toward developing their business plans, but only two fully completed their plan.  So this activity will 
continue to be explored after the grant and developed as the project goes forward. The co-op model of distribution, 
sales and marketing has been a topic of discussion and initial training among these growers, but has been slow to be 
considered by most of the growers who seem to prefer individual entrepreneurship opportunities at this time.  

Developed informal monitoring and evaluation of specialty crop production and distribution systems.  Plans to do 
formal  pre and post  monitoring and evaluating  testing were suspended because of  both the need to extend the   
time devoted to business training and the demands of a later than expected harvest plus the challenge of limited 
production help for most of the farmers.  Instead each grower reported their challenges, their successes, failures and 
questions to the Community Food Justice Council at the monthly meetings.  Mutual problem solving happened 
there, either on the spot or as a plan to find expert resources to assist and provide advice at various growers’ sites. 
Evaluation became part of a conscious interactive process between the growers at those meetings and was facilitated 
and recorded by the coordinators. Strong group rapport led to intercultural sharing of information and traditional 
skills --- an early identified objective that brought these growers together.   

Postponed the Traditional Foods Conference.  Because of the delays in the project, participants recommended that 
the envisioned Traditional Foods Conference be postponed until a later time and be funded by other sources. Instead 
we held a series of smaller gatherings for three groupings in the project:  A gathering at the Little Earth of United 
Tribes farm site was attended by 30 participants and featured Will Allen of Growing Power as a facilitator and 
advisor.  Discussion about composting challenges was the main issue and led to the group’s decision to focus some 
efforts to change city and state policies regarding composting restrictions. Two gatherings were held at the 
Hawthorne farm site – one at the beginning of the farm season and one at the end.  A third gathering occurred at the 
Elks Lodge, on Plymouth Ave at a farm plot jointly managed by a Hmong grower group and an African American 
group.  

 Significant contributions and role of project partners: 

Both WEI and EJAM have each built on their years of extensive and trusted relationship-building in the grassroots 
communities they serve in order to recruit the Community Food Justice Council participants and growers. Over the 
last two years WEI helped establish the Little Earth of United Tribes urban farm which has become a model for 
many other culturally-based efforts in Minneapolis. WEI’s work mapping toxic exposure sites and their relationship 
to health disparities in Phillips Neighborhood helped to provide a practical environmental justice framework for the 
South siders. WEI’s appointment as the MN Regional Outreach Training Center for Will Allen’s Growing Power 
Inc. also was a very useful resource shared with this project. EJAM’s long standing ties with North siders through 
several schools and various community organizations in doing effective environmental justice education and 
organizing work on energy and toxic contamination was key to launching the urban farm and justice work with this 
project. Both organizations provided their executive director’s time and EJAM hired their coordinator several 
months into the project. WEI also hired their project coordinator. Both organizations brought their considerable 
time, energy and deep commitment to food justice and urban farming to the table. It’s notable that they jointly asked 
to present this project at several urban food conferences in the 2011 and became part of the Minneapolis Home 
Grown initiative.  

  

GOALS AND OUTCOMES ACHIEVED  

 Measureable outcomes and accomplishments related to goals:  
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The overall purpose of the proposed project was to provide opportunities and resources for cross-cultural, cross-
neighborhood research, development, and implementation of economic initiatives to increase and sustain the 
competitiveness of certain culturally-based traditional specialty foods. The goals and final measurable outcomes of 
the proposed project are detailed below:  

Goal 1: To revitalize and perpetuate knowledge of traditional foods among African American, Native 
American and Latino families  

We anticipated that approximately thirty (30) individual urban growers would be impacted and that ninety percent 
(90%) of these participants would increase their knowledge about the health benefits and the organic production 
methods of traditional specialty foods.  Twenty-three (23) growers participated in structured knowledge sharing 
activities as part of the Community Food Justice Council meetings and the Business Plan Training sessions. This 
provided for a rich sharing of valuable information about traditional foods and their health related benefits. Planning 
of four small Community Food Gatherings and three gatherings were conducted. Outreach to more than 60 grower 
and community members at these gatherings resulted in a total of 240 contacts.  Oral evaluations of knowledge 
sharing activities demonstrated that all participants increased their understanding of traditional foods, herbs, and 
medicines. Traditional knowledge related to more than forty (40) plants was exchanged among participants.  

 

GOAL 2: To increase grower knowledge of organic specialty food production methods  

We anticipated that the growers who participated in organic agricultural skill training would incorporate two or 
more organic strategies (e.g., composting, intercropping, and integration of endemic plants) into their specialty food 
production system. According to post event evaluations at the regular Community Food Justice Council meetings as 
well as the three small community gatherings that convened we determined that eighty-percent (80%) of 
participating growers incorporated two or more organic strategies into their specialty food production system. 
Specifically: A total of twenty-four (24) growers in North Minneapolis and approximately sixteen (16) in South 
Minneapolis organized in 7 grower groups engaged in specialty crop production. 100% of the growers implemented 
two or more organic strategies including vermiculture, composting, mulching, and poly cropping. In addition, 80% 
of growers tested their soil and utilized compost and raised beds to mitigate farming in contaminated urban soil. One 
hundred percent (100%) of growers grew their produce with no pesticides whatsoever. A total of 16 growers 
participated in knowledge sharing activities as part of organic farm training and/or soil quality monitoring training. 
Pre-planning and post evaluation reporting was conducted as part of the farm training. One hundred percent (100%) 
of participants stated that they increased their knowledge of organic farming. Oral questioning and participant 
demonstration of soil sampling protocols indicated that all participants increased their knowledge of urban soil 
contaminants and sampling methods.  

GOAL 3: Generate economic opportunities for African American, Native American and Latino urban 
growers in the production, marketing, and sale of traditional specialty foods  

 We expected the ten grower groups to each produce a traditional cultural food product—mostly fresh produce for 
sale, but also processed food in at least two instances. Marketing and sales opportunities were explored as part of the 
business planning and training.  Because we did not do formal pre and post evaluation testing, our organizers 
conducted one-to-one sessions to determine the kinds and number of specialty crops originally proposed, then 
produced and, in some instances, marketed. We found that six (6) traditional specialty crops were produced for sale. 
Two (2) grower groups produced specialty crops in the first growing season. Six (6) out of 7 grower groups 
presently in production produced one or more specialty crops that may either be marketed or exchanged through 
traditional barter system within their communities. Initially the plan was for ten (10) growers to generate revenue 
totaling a net of $900 or more per year from production and sale of specialty groups. Five growers from two grower 
groups earned a net of at least $900 from their production and sale of specialty crops during the first growing season. 
Three other grower groups produced at least $900 worth of crops but  distributed it to their community members 
through a combination of donation, sales, or barter. The on-going business plan training has enabled our farmers to 
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document inputs and out-puts and the Community Food Justice Council provided the support, encouragement and 
technical assistance to develop these skills and commitments, though more careful recording keeping resulting in a 
work in progress. Eighteen (18) individual growers participated in a 5-session Business Plan Training. Business 
plans for 4 grower groups were nearly completed as this final report. We had originally anticipated that a minimum 
of 6 or 7 grower groups would finalize business plans and that three (3) grower groups would sell specialty crops 
through direct sales or sales to corner stores. Alternatively, at least 2 groups desired to barter their specialty crops 
through cultural and social networks in their communities. Two (2) grower groups produced value-added products 
from their specialty crops – salsa and natural, chemical free lip balm and soap.  Specialty crops produced  included 
sweet potatoes, okra, and greens, “callalou” (a variety of amaranth) including Asian pumpkin, Hmong cucumber, 
Asian herbs for meat and poultry dishes; lavender and lemon grass for natural cosmetics; heirloom tomatoes,  
tomatillos, onions and basil, plus various peppers for salsa production; both Indigenous and Latino squash,, corn, 
beans, sage, parsley, and various medicinal herbs.  

The major long-term outcome was the cross-cultural sharing of traditional agricultural knowledge, skills and values. 
We found that the early enthusiasm shared between the various growers continued to inspire them so that they have 
shared some seeds and seedlings, made plans to go to each other’s farm sites to volunteer work time, shared ideas 
and information about what they were  learning and eagerly shared  samples of specialty produce growing at each 
other ‘s farms.  

In summary, we sought to engage 10 growers/collectives in traditional and cross cultural urban organic farming 
production and have successfully launched that goal. One production site is tribal with conditions that relate closely 
to urban farming and has specifically impacted urban Native American relatives who maintain strong connections 
with the Tribe (Red Lake). Word has spread about this project throughout the larger urban farming community and 
we anticipate further interest in the next growing season. 

  

BENEFICIARIES  

Impact to Beneficiaries  

The project benefited urban growers of specialty food crops as well as residents from the communities of North and 
South Minneapolis and our Tribal partner at Red Lake. The project impacted at least 10 urban growers (working as 
farm collectives, as families, or as individuals and described above) and approximately 600 consumers from the 
communities of North and South Minneapolis and the Red Lake Tribal Community. The project benefitted urban 
growers by providing training in organic production, conservation and some marketing or traditional bartering of 
high nutrition specialty food and herb crops that are culturally important to African American, Native American, and 
Latino people. These culturally-based, traditional specialty crops included, but were not limited to: varieties of 
legumes, greens, grains and root crops; endemic fruit trees and shrubs; herbs and spices; horticultural crops, and 
medicinal plants. Working in partnership with the five local grassroots organizations in North side and Phillips, WEI 
and EJAM recruited several existing and new African American, Native American and Latino growers who 
committed to develop specialty food crop economic initiatives in their communities. They organized and are 
operating as collective groups, as families, and as individuals (see above). A minimum of 10 traditional cultural 
grower collectives received assistance in developing their business plan and creating linkages to distribution chains 
and markets, locally, and regionally. The specialty food crop industry and organizations serving the industry have 
further benefited from the innovation in urban organic specialty crop production and from the ―lessons-learned 
through this unique collaborative effort.  

In addition to increasing production and some revenue from traditional specialty food crops for growers, we found 
that the project did broaden community awareness and consumption of nutritious food in North side and South side 
neighborhoods as well as Red Lake. These communities have a combined approximate population of over 150,000 
people and we suspect that the long-term improvement in the diets of children and adults in these communities as 
families revitalize cultural knowledge of traditional healthy foods and herbs and has increased access to those foods. 
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Intergenerational bonds and sense of belonging in participating communities were strengthened. The organic 
agricultural training, small gatherings and the recommendation to hold a larger Traditional Food Conference, for 
instance, already encouraged intergenerational transfer of knowledge -- from elder to farmer to youth – thereby 
ensuring perpetuation of production and distribution of high quality cultural-based traditional foods. We  also 
witnessed the cross-neighborhood and cross-cultural coalition building which has been launched will help in the 
long-run to leverage additional resources and policy change needed to promote expansion and to further more 
community-led innovation in the production and marketing of traditional specialty foods and crops.  

Improvements in environmental quality and the natural resource base in these communities is continuing to be 
addressed through cultural-based training in building soil nutrients, organic production methods, and beginning 
exploration of integration of endemic species of native prairie plants, fruit trees, shrubs and other woodland plants as 
well as testing for toxic contaminants expected to be in the urban soil in Minneapolis. Training in hands-on organic 
farm production was conducted in connection with WEI’s rural farm campus at Amador Hill in nearby Chisago 
County throughout the season and in particular at a two day training event in October, 2010. One hundred (100)  
participants were present each of the two days shared information and many expressed interest in the Community 
Food Justice Council which was still in early visioning stages but had already shared their unique cross-cultural 
farming methods applied to several heritage crops (Hmong cucumber and okra for example). We began a 
partnership with the University of Minnesota’s Soil Water and Climate Department to provide testing of lead, 
arsenic, and cadmium known to be toxic contaminants in South Minneapolis soils. The strategy of always building 
raised planting beds with wood chips and composted soil has become the standard practice, in this project.  It 
contributed to ongoing learning about the building of healthful soil nutrients as well as helping to create safe 
physical environments for children, youth, pregnant women and vulnerable elders to participate in hands-on learning 
and information sharing about cultural heritage farming on urban farm  plots in these communities. 

Traditionally African, Native American and Latino agricultural systems offer holistic (e.g., earth, seed, soil, water 
and labor-respecting) strategies to food production-- integrating multi-purpose trees and plants, animals, plus soil 
and water conservation into these systems. Modern conventional farming methods have eroded some traditional 
practices in these cultural communities, yet the traditional knowledge remains strong with elders and with some 
upcoming youth who are becoming interested in organic farming as well as some of the traditional ways. The 
organic agricultural production training we did in this project consciously builds upon those traditional cultural 
strategies -- thereby enhancing biodiversity, regenerating soil organic matter, and reducing runoff into our streams 
and rivers. This initiative emphasized conservation and marketing of rare and heirloom varieties of traditional food 
and medicinal crops, thus it helped to preserve genetic biodiversity and sparking renewed interest in culturally 
traditional specialty crops.  

  

LESSONS LEARNED  

1. Access to land that is suitable for urban farming cannot be taken for granted and securing it must be calculated 
into the time-frame.  

2. It is safe to assume that urban land is contaminated with environmental toxins and not automatically fit to grow 
healthy food. Not everyone interested in urban farming understands the contamination issues and the necessity for 
soil testing and soil building. One challenge for the future will be to find affordable soil testing resources. We 
utilized Will Allen and Growing Power’s strategy for building new soil through composting and learned that 
adequate training in proper composting can take more time and commitment than was initially expected by some of 
the participants. It was also a great opportunity for youth to become involved and learn good soil science.  

3. Providing language interpreting for cross-cultural training automatically extended the time required in training 
workshops and needs to be factored into the timeline for both the trainers and the trainees.  
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4. Childcare expenses are significant for aspiring young urban farm families and transportation can be a time and 
money barrier for all ages in our low-income communities. We found consistent participation required detailed 
planning and attention to both of these issues.  

5. We were delighted to observe the ease with which cross-cultural sharing of information and even land resources 
became a part of this project. We think that the time we spent clarifying the vision and shared values of the 
Community Food Justice Council participants created a strong and generous camaraderie that will continue into the 
future. Likewise, cross-neighborhood sharing was very positive and we learned again that many low-income cultural 
community residents move within inner cities and tribal communities as a matter of course, probably partly due to 
housing costs.  

Unexpected outcomes related to this project.  

1. We unexpectedly discovered that state and local laws may require an individual or collective farming operation to 
receive official permits for composting and even for being able to sell their products if the land being farmed is 
publicly owned. Our farmers continue to be interested in helping to change certain public policies that make basic 
entrepreneurial activity more complicated than may be necessary. All the participants were very interested in 
adhering to environmental regulations that made sense and protected the public health, however. Costs of permits 
may be an ongoing barrier that must be addressed and budgeted for in the future. 

2. All of our farmers wanted to employ organic growing methods and are willing to go through the necessary 
requirements for that certification. They do see it as a market advantage as well as an important route to address the 
health disparities and environmental justice issues in their communities.  

3. As described above, access to urban land suitable for farming created some limitations, including time delay that 
led to an extension of our grant period. Long term solutions will need to be considered and we suggest it be one of 
the public policy issues that the MN Department of Agriculture considers in the future.  

CONTACT PERSON  

Karen Joy Clark  612-237-7156 

Email Addresses: karenjoyclark1@gmail.com 

 

 

tel:612-23-7-7156
mailto:karenjoyclark1@gmail.com
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Project C  

PROJECT TITLE: Making the Connections for Minnesota-Grown Fresh Fruits and Vegetables 

FINAL PERFORMANCE REPORT 

PROJECT SUMMARY: 

Making the Connections for Minnesota-Grown Fresh Fruits and Vegetables was an innovative 
project that worked to enhance the competitiveness of specialty crops by increasing 
consumption of Minnesota grown fresh fruits and vegetables through school-based activities, 
thereby positively impacting the health of children and their families and expanding markets for 
Minnesota grown specialty crops. The USDA Fresh Fruit and Vegetable Program (FFVP) and 
University of Minnesota Extension SNAP-Ed nutrition education formed the foundation of this 
Specialty Crop Block Grant project.  
 
The Fresh Fruit and Vegetable Program (FFVP) is administered by the Food and Nutrition 
Service of the U.S. Department of Agriculture to introduce children to a wide variety of fresh 
produce. Making the Connections for Minnesota-Grown Fresh Fruits and Vegetables was an 
innovative project that connected specialty crop producers to an emerging market of schools 
that receive funding through the FFVP. The purpose of the project was to: 
 

• Increase the use of Minnesota grown fruits and vegetables in school and at home, and  
• Help students and their families appreciate the taste and healthful benefits of 

Minnesota grown fruits and vegetables.  
 
This project increased children’s access to healthy, local produce and addressed an emerging 
market for locally grown specialty crops. Increased consumption of fresh fruits and vegetables 
by children will support a decrease in childhood obesity, improved nutritional health and, less 
chronic disease. All of these health related issues are known to impact our economy through 
lost productivity and increased medical costs.  
 
The FFVP funding is available to Minnesota elementary schools that have more than 50% of 
students receiving free/reduced price meals. Making the Connections for Minnesota-Grown 
Fresh Fruits and Vegetables built on the synergy created at the federal level.  The Healthy, 
Hunger-Free Kids Act signed into law by President Obama on December 13, 2010 included new 
proposed guidelines for school meals that put an emphasis on serving a variety of fruits and 
vegetables.  In addition, the new law provides funds to USDA to expand Farm to School.  
Furthermore, Agriculture Secretary Tom Vilsack announced March 23, 2011 that federal 
funding for the FFVP would be expanded in the 2011-12 school year. These changes in policy 
and funding at the federal level have presented us with a window of opportunity for MN 
specialty crop growers to enhance their competitiveness and market share.  
 

http://www.fns.usda.gov/cnd/ffvp/toolkit.htm
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PROJECT APPROACH 

This project focused on the following means to increase purchases of Minnesota grown fruits 
and vegetables: 1) Expansion of the USDA Fresh Fruit and Vegetable Program (FFVP) among 
Minnesota schools and 2) SNAP-Ed nutrition education to enhance students’ and parents’ 
appreciation of the taste and healthful benefits of Minnesota grown fruits and vegetables, 
which encourages families to increase their consumption of specialty crops. Making the 
Connections for Minnesota-Grown Fresh Fruits and Vegetables achieved our primary and 
secondary objectives by connecting specialty crop producers to an emerging market of schools 
that receive funding through the FFVP and by promoting the benefits of Minnesota grown fruits 
and vegetables to students and their parents through SNAP-Ed programming 
 
PRIMARY OBJECTIVE: Increase, by a minimum of six servings per school year, the consumption 
of Minnesota grown fresh fruit and vegetable specialty crops purchased by 3 school districts 
using federal nutrition funding to serve in elementary schools in which over 50% of students 
receive free or reduced price meals. 
 
The Minnesota Department of Education awarded $1,931,222.25 to Minnesota schools in the 
2010-11 school year for the USDA Fresh Fruit and Vegetable Program (FFVP). In 2011-2012 the 
FFVP funding in Minnesota increased to $2.89 million. With an average of $0.40 allotted for 
each snack the FFVP provides the purchasing power for schools to pay local farmers fairly for 
their product and allows schools to build labor into their budgets to prepare the fresh fruits and 
vegetables.  
 
The purpose of the FFVP is to introduce fresh fruits and vegetables as a healthy snack to 
elementary school children during the school day. With the support of MDA Specialty Crop 
Block Grant, three Minnesota school districts (seven schools) served six or more servings of 
Minnesota grown fresh fruits and vegetables in their Fresh Fruit and Vegetable and school 
nutrition programs. Local purchases for the FFVP in this project were 13% above original 
estimates. These schools served more than 20 unique varieties of local fresh fruits and 
vegetables to students: 
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Apples 
Beans (green, purple & yellow)  
Bean sprouts 
Carrots 
Celery 
Cheddar cauliflower 
Cucumbers 
Kale 
Kohlrabi  
Peppers 
Potatoes (Yukon gold & purple) 
Raspberries 
Romanesco 
Spinach 
Squash (acorn & buttercup) 
Sweet Potatoes 
Tomatoes 
Watermelon (crimson & orchid) 
 

SECONDARY OBJECTVE: Increase knowledge of children and adults about the nutrition and 
availability of Minnesota specialty fresh fruits and vegetables by creating and distributing to 
schools and producers materials about specific Minnesota grown specialty fresh fruits and 
vegetables through collaboration with the SNAP-Ed Project. 
 
The FFVP and University of Minnesota Extension SNAP-Ed nutrition education formed the 
foundation for this project. Community Nutrition Educators (CNEs) teach students and families 
the information and skills to maintain healthy diets. In this project, CNEs worked with targeted 
grade levels at each of the schools to lead between four and six taste testings in the classroom 
and/or cafeteria. Nutrition education was federally funded through ongoing programming that 
is part of USDA’s Supplemental Nutrition Assistant Program Education (SNAP-Ed) and Expanded 
Federal Nutrition Education Program (EFNEP). 
 
Tasting lessons offered students the opportunity to try a new fruit or vegetable using all their 
senses.  Each tasting lesson increased student exposure to locally grown fruits and vegetables 
and promoted the consumption of fruits and vegetables at school and at home.  Research tells 
us that repeated opportunities to taste and eat new and familiar foods are required to increase 
acceptance and intake.  CNEs state that taste testings create positive peer pressure as they 
encourage students to eat local, nutritious foods in a supportive environment.  

Our findings demonstrated a small improvement in student knowledge pre/post and positive 
changes in behavior. Students reported changes in eating more fruits and vegetables and also 
reported increasing the variety of fruits and vegetables consumed.   

 
 
 

http://www.extension.umn.edu/Nutrition/
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Communication Plan for Best Practices 
 
One of the key components of this project’s communication plan was to assure the project 
offered sustainability and transferability so that information gained during the project would be 
accessible, understandable and relevant to specialty crop farmers and schools who want to 
increase consumption of Minnesota grown fruits and vegetables by students. One way to 
achieve this was to make sure the process, lessons learned, and opportunities were shared with 
all Minnesota stakeholders. The tools and resources created for and by Minnesota schools and 
farmers as a result of this project are available at the NEW Fresh Fruit & Vegetable Program 
page on the University of Minnesota Extension’s Farm to School website. The Minnesota 
schools and produce suppliers involved in this project have shared their best practices in three 
sections of this new webpage: 1) fact sheets, 2) videos and 3) education & outreach.  
 
Four fact sheets were developed by the University of Minnesota Extension and Institute for 
Agriculture and Trade Policy.  The first provides an introduction of the USDA Fresh Fruit and 
Vegetable Program for Minnesota schools and farmers.  It includes an overview of the program 
and its purpose, eligibility, funding and benefits to schools and farmers.  The second fact sheet 
is a guide for Minnesota farmers.  In addition to highlighting the benefits of the FFVP and Farm 
to School, the second fact provides resources to help farmers in working with schools.  The final 
two fact sheets highlight themes that emerged from interviews with school foodservice 
directors and produce suppliers that participated in this pilot project.  These final two fact 
sheets highlight both the accomplishments and lessons learned from this project. 
 
Nine short videos feature seven pilot project participants as they provide additional information 
and tips for Minnesota schools and farmers.  Three foodservice directors, two farmers, and two 

Community Nutrition Educator, Karen Barrett-Beaulieu of Red Lake Nation leads a taste testing of orchid 
watermelon to 4th grade students at Red Lake Elementary.  
 

http://www.extension.umn.edu/farm-to-school/fresh-fruit-and-vegetable-program/
http://www.extension.umn.edu/farm-to-school/
http://www.extension.umn.edu/farm-to-school/fresh-fruit-and-vegetable-program/fact-sheets.html
http://www.extension.umn.edu/farm-to-school/fresh-fruit-and-vegetable-program/videos.html
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food distributors share their first hand experiences to assist others in building their Farm to 
School efforts.  
 
Seven topics form the education & outreach section.  The topics within this section provide 
resources for students, their families, teachers, CNEs and others. 1) The fruit and vegetable 
Snack bites are designed to be read by teachers or students during snack time when a local fruit 
or vegetable is offered. The Snack bites include information about how and where the fruit or 
vegetable was grown and fun facts to engage students. These short messages can also be read 
by the principal or students at the start of the day during morning announcements or can be 
used on the school menu or included in school newsletters. 2) A sample tasting outline is 
available for CNEs, teachers and others interested in leading a taste test. 3) An introductory 
teacher letter describes a teacher’s role in offering fruit and vegetable snacks and offers 
suggestions for incorporating the fruit/vegetable snacks into their daily curriculum. The 
intention of the teacher letter is to engage school staff and encourage them to be good role 
models for eating fruits and vegetables, especially Minnesota grown fruits and vegetables. 4)  
Teachers and educators will appreciate the classroom activities that provide a list of worksheets 
and short lessons that connect food, agriculture and health for their elementary classrooms. 5) 
Family newsletters help reinforce student experiences in the classroom. The Family newsletters 
provide helpful tips for eating more fruits and vegetables, take home challenges and an 
assortment of tasty, simple recipes. 6) Tools for families contains activities and handouts for the 
whole family. While the short activities help families get their hands dirty in the soil or kitchen, 
the handouts provide tips to make healthy choices, easy choices. 7) A locally produced poster 
and video feature Minnesota Olympian and Minnesota Grown spokesperson, Carrie Tollefson as 
she promotes fresh fruits and vegetables to Minnesota students and their families.   
 
 
Roles of Project Partners  

• Minnesota Fruit and Vegetable Growers Association and Minnesota Institute for 
Sustainable Agriculture assisted project staff in identifying local growers for the steering 
committee. 

• The Minnesota Institute for Sustainable Agriculture  
o Updated the Farm to School toolkit with additional farmers who are interested in 

selling their products to schools.  
o Supported and assisted transferring the Farm to School toolkit to the University 

of Minnesota Extension’s server.  UM Extension is now responsible for the 
content of the website.  

• The Institute for Agriculture and Trade Policy: 
o  Identified two distributors to participate in the steering committee.   
o Conducted one-on-one interviews with eight broadline and produce distributors 

that serve K-12 school districts in Minnesota, documented their local food 
offerings, compiled company materials, summarized results, and posted on U of 
M Farm to School toolkit. 

http://www.extension.umn.edu/farm-to-school/fresh-fruit-and-vegetable-program/education-and-outreach.html
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o Produced six Farm to School case studies highlighting Farm to School activities 
and strategies in Orono, Little Falls, Wayzata, St. Paul, Willmar and Winona. 
Linked to U of M Farm to School Toolkit. 

o Conducted electronic survey of Minnesota School Nutrition Association 
membership to document Farm to School activities, procurement practices, 
satisfaction levels, support needs, etc. Shared with UM Extension to inform 
development of the Specialty Crop project. Disseminated widely across the state 
through the Sustag list-serve and various speaking engagements (SFA, MFVGA, 
etc). 

o Produced Best Practice materials in partnership with the University of Minnesota 
Extension. 

• Minnesota Grown 
o Developed a Farm to School poster and video to promote fresh fruits and 

vegetables with students and their families.   
o Minnesota Olympian and Minnesota Grown spokesperson, Carrie Tollefson 

visited Wadena Deer Creek elementary students on September 22, 2010. A 
taped video address from Carrie was provided to Red Lake and St. Cloud. 

 

GOALS AND OUTCOMES ACHIEVED 

The purpose of Making the Connections for Minnesota-Grown Fresh Fruits and Vegetables was 
to increase the use of Minnesota grown fruits and vegetables in school and at home, and help 
students and their families appreciate the taste and healthful benefits of Minnesota grown 
fruits and vegetables.  
 
 
Goals and Outcomes Achieved– Primary Objective 
 
With the support of this MDA Specialty Crop Block Grant we successfully accomplished our 
primary objective of increasing consumption of Minnesota grown fresh fruits and vegetables. 
Three Minnesota school districts, with 50% or more of students receiving free or reduced price 
meals (seven elementary schools), served six or more servings of Minnesota grown fresh fruits 
and vegetables in their Fresh Fruit and Vegetable and school nutrition programs. Local 
purchases for the FFVP in this project were 13% above original estimates. In total, the three 
districts spent $5831 (Wadena-Deer Creek: $1269; Red Lake: $2230; St. Cloud: $2332). Of 
special note, the Red Lake Schools in their first year (2009-10) of the FFVP spent $0.00 on 
Minnesota specialty crops. After working with this pilot project, they increased purchases of 
locally grown produce with FFVP funding to $2,230 and equally importantly spent $1,170 from 
non-FFVP funds for Minnesota specialty crops for their school meals and afterschool snack. 
 
Goals and Outcomes Achieved– Secondary Objective 
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To evaluate changes in knowledge, CNEs surveyed the students (Student survey available in 
Appendix A). A total of 422 participants completed at least one of the surveys while 97% 
(n=409) completed the post-test and 46% (n=198) completed the pre-test.  There were 185 
(44%) matched pairs- participants who completed both the pre- and post-tests.   
 
Knowledge Questions 

The first of five questions asked students to choose three fruits and vegetables that are grown 
in Minnesota from a list of nine choices.  For students who completed both the pre- and post-
tests, the response percentages that each fruit or vegetable was chosen are shown in Figure 1.  
Apples, carrots and tomatoes were the most popular choices in both the pre- and post-tests.  
There was a slight decrease from pre- to post-test in the incorrect answers of bananas and 
oranges, but not for pineapple. 

 

 

The knowledge questions showed a slight increase in knowledge, however the changes were 
not significant from pre- to post-test.  For all of the questions, a high percentage of students 
answered correctly in the pre-test, which makes it difficult to show improvement in the post-
test.  This does not mean that students did not learn from the sessions, but rather that the 
survey asked questions that either students already knew, or were able to guess correctly. 

To get a better assessment of student’s overall change in knowledge, the first four questions 
were combined and given a score based on the total number correct, with a maximum possible 
score of six.  The mean score in the pre-test was 4.796, and the mean score in the post-test was 

Figure 1 
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4.949.  The improvement in the post-test was not significant (p=.103) but is approaching 
significance.  

The question that showed the biggest change was the fifth question that asked students where 
they can buy locally grown fruits and vegetables.  To analyze these short answer responses, 
each response was categorized as more desirable (farm, farmers market, garden, etc) and less 
desirable (store, Walmart, etc) or no response, and it was determined if each student’s 
response changed categories from pre- to post-test. Ninety-seven of 159 students (61%) gave a 
more desirable answer in the post-test. Examples of student’s answers to the question, “Where 
can you and your family buy locally grown fruits and vegetables?” are included in the table 
below. 
 
 
 

Response in Pre-Test Response in Post-Test 
Coburn’s, Walmart Farmers Market 
I do not know!! Farmers Market 
Cub Foods, Cashwise, Coburns Farmers Market 
At the Store At my dad’s garden 
Cash Wise, Walmart The ground 

 

Behavior Change Questions 

Questions related to behavior change were only asked at one site, where the CNE conducted a 
total of six sessions.  A total of 143 students answered the behavior change questions. 

Overall, students reported positive changes in behavior.  More students reported changes in 
eating more fruit (72.1%) and types of fruit (71.3%) than eating more vegetables (45.9%) and 
types of vegetables (50%).  This is a common pattern whenever we ask these questions, 
especially with kids. 
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Feedback from the nutrition education provided was positive as illustrated in the quotes below:   
 

“I would do it again in a heartbeat.  All of the positive feedback came from the students.  
They were interested in everything from “how can I grow this at home” to “what has 
more nutrition a sweet potato or a cucumber”.  I called them adventurous eaters; they 
were so interested and willing to try the foods.   I saw very little waste, and often they 
asked for seconds.  We had GREAT discussions about the foods, how they are grown, 
harvested, various ways to eat the foods, where they could buy the foods and the 
nutritional information in each food. “     
-- Community Nutrition Educator, St. Cloud 
 
“In my class, we looked up the fresh fruit or vegetable.  We learned when fruits and 
vegetables were in season, where they came from and how they were grown.  It 
exposed them to so many new and exciting foods.  My class loved them.  Thank you for 
providing this experience for them.”     
-- Red Lake Elementary Teacher 
 
“The last class some students expressed disappointment that I would not be coming 
back to talk about the foods.  Some teachers expressed how it helped to taste things 
that most students had never tried before as a group at the same time and rate their 
tastes.”  
-- Community Nutrition Educator, St. Cloud 
 
“Kids tried foods they would or could not try before.  Teachers remarked how because 
of the FFV snacks kids are at least TRYING foods.”   
-- Community Nutrition Educator, Wadena-Deer Creek 
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  WORKPLAN     

ACTIVITY RESPONSIBILITY  ACCOMPLISHMENTS  

Convene Steering Committee UMExt  

• Meetings held Mar 8, June 7, Aug 24, & Mar 
1 2011 

• Both March meetings were in-person 
• One meeting was cancelled as there were no 

pressing issues for discussion 
Develop materials on selected MN grown 
specialty crops to integrate into existing 
curricula 

UMExt  • Education & outreach plan for students and 
families developed and adapted for all MN 
Schools in Spring 2011  

Work with distributors to simplify school 
purchase process of MN grown specialty 
crops 

IATP  

• Conducted one-on-one interviews with eight 
broadline and produce distributors; 
documented their local food offerings, 
compiled company materials, summarized 
results, and posted on U of M Farm to 
School toolkit. 

Develop materials for schools on available 
MN grown specialty crops 

UM Ext 
(formerly IATP) 

 • Adapted Minnesota Grown’s seasonal guide 
to include 31 fruits and vegetables  

Develop evaluation and reporting tools UM Ext  • Completed. Tools available in Annual report 
in Appendix B – pages 55-59. 

Provide technical support to schools and 
distributors on using MN grown foods in 
school meal/snack programs 

UMExt & IATP  

• Formed local workgroups in each region to 
source local produce. Also linked schools 
with tools and resources on Extension’s 
Farm to School website. 

• Local purchases for the FFVP in this project 
were 13% above original estimates.  

Provide training to school personnel and 
Extension Nutrition Education Assistants on 
using curricula and resources 

UMExt  

• Project staff (Heim) formed local 
workgroups in each district and trained 
individuals during July and Aug 2010. 

• At the Simply Good Eating annual 
conference (Sept 2011), Heim presented the 
new tools developed in this pilot project to 
Community Nutrition Educators (formerly 
Nutrition Education Assistants) within UM 
Extension 

Offer nutrition education activities in schools 
UMExt &  

partner schools 
 • Community Nutrition Educators partnered 

with each school district to offer taste 
testing lessons in selected grades. 

Collect evaluation results UMExt  

• Community Nutrition Educators surveyed 
students at the start and end of their taste 
testing series.  Program staff (Heim) 
conducted one-on-one interviews with 
school food service and Community 

http://www.extension.umn.edu/farm-to-school/fresh-fruit-and-vegetable-program/education-and-outreach.html
http://www.extension.umn.edu/farm-to-school/sourcing-food/finding-local-food.html
http://www.extension.umn.edu/farm-to-school/sourcing-food/finding-local-food.html
http://www.extension.umn.edu/farm-to-school/docs/seasonal-chart-red-lake.pdf#page=1
http://www.extension.umn.edu/farm-to-school/
http://www.extension.umn.edu/farm-to-school/
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Nutrition Educators to capture lessons 
learned and success stories. 

Prepare and disseminate evaluation report UMExt  • Completed and available on pages 5-8. 

Review of Farm to School program 
evaluations  

UMExt  

• Utilized “Bearing Fruit: Farm to School 
Program Evaluation Resources and 
Recommendations” (A. Joshi and A.M. 
Azuma) 

• Completed July 2010 
Identify and catalog best practices for 
incorporating MN grown specialty crops in 
school meal/snack programs 

IATP & UMExt  • Completed December 2010 with the revision 
of the Farm to School website and 
completion of four fact sheets and videos.  

Prepare best practices for using MN 
specialty crops in schools report and training 
for dissemination 

IATP & UMExt  • Four best practice fact sheets were 
developed. 

Enhance Farm-to-School website with 
producer and foodservice categories that 
include materials developed 

UMExt   • Completed and available at new Fresh Fruit 
and Vegetable Program page 

Develop and provide training for MSNA and 
MFVGA 

IATP & UMExt  

• IATP & UMExt presented at the Sustainable 
Farming Associations annual meeting 
February 20, 2010 

• IATP and UMExt presented individual 
workshops at the Minnesota School 
Nutrition Association’s annual meetings in 
2010 and 2011. 

• Terry Nennich (steering committee) and 
Susan Ninham (member of Red Lake local 
workgroup) presented to the Minnesota 
USDA Tribe and Outreach Conference 
August 10, 2010 

Develop and post webinar from MSNA and 
MFVGA members on project and lessons 
learned 

UMExt 

(Formerly UMExt & 
IATP) 

 

• Fact sheets highlighted in a Ag News Wire 
article during Minnesota’s Farm to School 
month (September). 

• Best practices and lessons learned available 
for all Minnesota schools and farmers at 
new website. 

Complete quarterly reports and final report UMExt  • Complete 

 

BENEFICIARIES 

The primary beneficiaries of this pilot project were the farmers, schools, students and their 
families.  Seven schools, partnered with at least five produce suppliers (farmers and 

http://www.extension.umn.edu/farm-to-school/
http://www.extension.umn.edu/farm-to-school/fresh-fruit-and-vegetable-program/fact-sheets.html
http://www.extension.umn.edu/farm-to-school/fresh-fruit-and-vegetable-program/videos.html
http://www.extension.umn.edu/farm-to-school/fresh-fruit-and-vegetable-program/fact-sheets.html
http://www.extension.umn.edu/farm-to-school/fresh-fruit-and-vegetable-program/fact-sheets.html
http://www.extension.umn.edu/farm-to-school/fresh-fruit-and-vegetable-program/fact-sheets.html
http://blog.lib.umn.edu/umnext/news/2011/08/celebrate-farm-to-school-month-in-september.php
http://blog.lib.umn.edu/umnext/news/2011/08/celebrate-farm-to-school-month-in-september.php
http://www.extension.umn.edu/farm-to-school/fresh-fruit-and-vegetable-program/fact-sheets.html
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distributors) to serve six or more servings of Minnesota grown specialty crops to 3,213  
students. Minnesota fruit and vegetable growers gained a new market for their products both 
in the Fresh Fruit and Vegetable Program and school meal programs as noted above.  Local food 
purchases were 13% above our original estimates and 20 unique fruits and vegetables were 
served. Schools received technical assistance in procuring local foods and built stronger Farm to 
School initiatives as they formed or strengthened local workgroups. Students received hands-on 
education through taste testing lessons.  For those students that participated in greater than 
2.5 hours of nutrition education, results show there were positive changes in healthy behavior.  
Students reported eating more fruits and vegetables and they expanded the variety of fruits 
and vegetables consumed.  Parents received newsletters informing them of where to find local 
food in their own communities as well quick tips for role modeling healthy behaviors.   

LESSONS LEARNED  

Note: Lessons learned from schools and produce suppliers are highlighted in the fact sheets and 
videos available at the new Fresh Fruit and Vegetable Program website on the University of 
Minnesota Extension’s Farm to School website.   

• The steering committee was able to work on universal Farm to School barriers (e.g. food 
safety) that many schools and farmers experience as detailed in the annual report. The 
steering committee was not however able to address issues that arose within each of 
the school districts.  As a result, I assisted each school district in forming local 
workgroups.  Building local teams is important in sustaining Farm to School efforts and 
this project assisted the three school districts in building or strengthening their teams.  

• Although the steering committee could only do so much together, the formation of this 
committee along with many other synergistic projects in Minnesota has led to the 
formation of a statewide Farm to School leadership team.  The University of Minnesota 
Extension and Minnesota Department of Health co-convened this leadership team and 
many of the participants on our steering committee for this pilot project are now 
members of the statewide leadership team.   

• Taste testings were a hit! The response from schools and the University of Minnesota 
Extension’s Community Nutrition Educators (CNEs) was extremely positive.  The taste 
testings have also led to increased opportunities for CNEs to partner with school 
foodservice.  Traditionally, CNEs develop strong relationships with school teachers, not 
necessarily school foodservice staff.  This pilot project provided an opportunity to 
expand nutrition education programming around Farm to School and Go Wild with 
Fruits & Veggies!  Go Wild with Fruits & Veggies! is a comprehensive program that 
encourages students in grades 3-5 to eat more fruits and vegetables and become more 
physically active. The program’s unique animal characters, the Go Wild Bunch, and 
interactive activities make learning fun. Special activities and resources get parents, 
classroom teachers, and school food service staff involved with the program in addition 
to the students. Go Wild builds in discussion and activities on local foods, so that local 
food and farm to school efforts can be easily incorporated into the classroom. The 

http://www.extension.umn.edu/farm-to-school/fresh-fruit-and-vegetable-program/fact-sheets.html
http://www.extension.umn.edu/farm-to-school/fresh-fruit-and-vegetable-program/videos.html
http://www.extension.umn.edu/farm-to-school/fresh-fruit-and-vegetable-program/
http://www.extension.umn.edu/farm-to-school/index.html
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educator manual provides specific ways to incorporate Farm to School into their 
teaching. In addition, many of the seven lessons incorporate local foods.   

• Both schools and produce suppliers stated that with greater time for planning 
buying/selling local produce would have been easier.  Our timeline was condensed as 
the school districts in this pilot project agreed to participate in March 2010 even though 
they did not receive confirmation from the Minnesota Department of Education that 
their district would receive FFVP funding for the 2010-11 school year until July 2010.  
This made it difficult to surge ahead in planning the purchase of local produce and 
educational activities for students and their families.  If schools received award notices 
before the end of the previous school year, I would have been able to meet with their 
local work groups earlier to begin planning and would have been able to provide greater 
technical assistance to the school districts. 

• Our evaluation found a slight improvement in student knowledge pre/post. There are 
several potential reasons for this as noted above (pages 6-7).  One likely reason is the 
questions themselves.  In the future, program staff will collaborate with the evaluation 
team to develop questions that can best capture change in knowledge.   In one school 
(Wadena-Deer Creek), the Community Nutrition Educator led six taste testing lessons 
and was able to use four questions from the SNAP-Ed evaluation to evaluate behavior 
change. As noted earlier, students reported positive changes in behavior.  Students 
reported changes in eating more fruits and vegetables and also reported increasing the 
variety of fruits and vegetables consumed.   

• Although the project proposal did not provide specifics of the best practice materials, 
my intention was to create materials that would be user-friendly for all Minnesota 
schools and farmers.  While the fact sheets provide detailed information about the FFVP, 
the videos were developed to provide practical information for any Minnesota school or 
farmer interested in Farm to School. 

• Finally, a positive and unexpected outcome was to learn that one of our three districts 
(Red Lake) purchased local produce for their school lunch and afterschool programs as 
well as the Fresh Fruit and Vegetable Program.  The buy-in from the school district for 
purchasing local produce was tremendous. 

CONTACT PERSON 

Stephanie Heim, MPH, RD, LD 
Farm to School Coordinator University of Minnesota Extension 
Phone: 507-319-0263 
Email: heim0106@umn.edu 

ADDITIONAL INFORMATION The NEW Fresh Fruit & Vegetable Program page on the University 
of Minnesota Extension’s Farm to School website provides critical information for this final 
performance report as stated above.   

http://www.extension.umn.edu/farm-to-school/fresh-fruit-and-vegetable-program/  

http://www.extension.umn.edu/farm-to-school/fresh-fruit-and-vegetable-program/fact-sheets.html
http://www.extension.umn.edu/farm-to-school/fresh-fruit-and-vegetable-program/videos.html
http://www.extension.umn.edu/farm-to-school/fresh-fruit-and-vegetable-program/
http://www.extension.umn.edu/farm-to-school/fresh-fruit-and-vegetable-program/
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Project D - The Minnesota Project, Inc. – Heartland Food Network 

Final Report 

Specialty Crop Block Grant 

The Minnesota Project/Heartland Food Network 

 

1. Project  Summary  
An outline of the issue, problem, interest, or need for each project 

 

As demand rises for locally grown specialty crops in Minnesota, more consumers are seeking 
these products in restaurants, college campuses, and other dining establishments across the state.  
However, these markets are often in their infancy, and chefs, restaurateurs, and college dining 
facility managers are uncertain how to successfully locate, purchase, and use these products.  
These buyers have specifically indicated that they would be willing to purchase locally grown 
specialty crops, but need assistance locating farmers, information on pertinent regulations, and 
tips to successfully navigate direct-from-farm purchases. 

 

The Minnesota Project’s Heartland Food Network (HFN) staff indentified distinct challenges 
that food service buyers and chefs face when purchasing local specialty crops.  For example, 
buyers report that they cannot find local specialty crop suppliers who can meet their specific 
quantity needs.  Others may have questions about how to set up accounts with farmers, arranging 
product drop-offs, or about state regulations impact their interactions with farmers.  Buyers 
indicate that difficulties preclude them in many instances from purchasing locally grown 
specialty crops in favor of nationally or internationally sourced products.  Local specialty crops 
are thus at a disadvantage in the wholesale marketplace due to these additional perceived and 
realized challenges.  The purchase of foods produced outside Minnesota represents millions of 
dollars in potential lost revenue for Minnesota specialty crop producers. 

2. Project Approach 
How the issue or problem was approached via the project 

The purpose of the project was to build markets for locally grown specialty crops by providing 
technical support and training to food service buyers so they could increase their purchases of 
local specialty crops. By improving the capacity of chefs and other food service professionals to 
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use these foods, we can increase their purchases in the long term and create stable, profitable 
markets for these farmers. Through interviews and discussions, this project documented the 
expressed needs of chefs and others, and then designed a series of workshops and publications to 
provide relevant information and training for food service professionals at restaurants and 
colleges in Minnesota.  Information and skills was transferred to participants through training 
events led by knowledgeable chefs, a published Guide to Buying Local Food for Food Service, 
and through personal communications with chefs about specialty crop farmers that are able to 
provide products desired by the buyers. 

Note: HFN and The Minnesota Project secured dedicated funds from the Minnesota Department 
of Agriculture that were used to conduct aspects of the project that fell beyond the limits of 
“specialty crops” as they are defined by the USDA. Specialty Crops were emphasized to chefs 
and food service professionals, but as interest in local meats or other ineligible items was raised, 
separate funds were used to conduct this work.  

3. Activities that were undertaken to meet project goals:  
 

Chef-to-Chef Panel at the Craftsman Restaurant 

Starting in November of 2009, HFN reached out to an array of chefs with experience finding and 
using local specialty crops to determine how best to reach new chefs looking to learn how to use 
local specialty crops. After many phone calls and in-person meetings, it was determined that 
HFN would host an event at the Craftsman restaurant with a local food lunch and a panel of 
speakers. An advisory board was developed, and one meeting was held prior to the event to 
develop the goals, agenda, and content of the panel presentation. A list of knowledgeable chefs 
that could share information and best practices was developed, and HFN reached out to these 
individuals.  The final panel members were chosen because they each were able to offer specific 
guidance and tips to the audience members. The final panel consisted of the following: 

• Marshall Paulsen, Birchwood Café 
• Tracy Singleton, Birchwood Café 
• Peter Abrahamson, Bon Appetit Management Company 
• Lori Zuidema, Co-Op Partners 
• Scott Pampuch, Corner Table 
• Mike Phillips, The Craftsman 
• Lisa Klein, Hidden Stream Farm 
• Lori Valenziano, Lucia’s Restaurant 
• Greg Reynolds, Riverbend Farms 
• Joe Hatch-Surisook, Sen-Yai Sen-Lek Thai 
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The event attracted 45 chefs, schools, and other attendees.  The majority were chefs from 
independent restaurants. The panelists spoke about how to use local specialty crops, finding 
farmers, planning menus and promoting the food to the customers. Each was given a specific 
topic to cover. Q and A followed the 10 presentations (each presentation was roughly 10 
minutes). Networking time followed the formal presentation. Chefs commented that they 
connected to other chefs that used local specialty crops at the event, giving them a resource for 
the future. 

HFN prepared written documents and put them in guests’ packets with information on where to 
find local growers, MDA fact sheets on rules and regulations about buying local product, and 
templates for keeping track of multiple local accounts. HFN gathered the names of farmers to 
give to restaurants by calling many farmers to determine their current interest in selling to 
restaurants. This list was given out at the event.  Please see the attached PDFs. 

Local newspapers, TV, blogs, online sites, and radio were contacted to develop interest and buzz 
leading up the event. The following ran articles or mentions of the event: 

 

• The Heavy Table 
• Simple Good and Tasty 
• FoodService News 
• KFAI Radio (Localicious Broadcast) 

 

In addition, Food Alliance Midwest/MN Cooks, Edible Twin Cities, and The Perennial Plate 
were present and spoke to the gathered audience. 

Chef-to-Chef Event at the Mill City Farmers Market:  The next series of events were held at 
Farmers Markets, because feedback at the first events indicated that there were not enough 
farmers present, and chefs wanted a venue to meet farmers. Therefore the subsequent events 
were held at the Midtown and Mill City Farmers Market. 

On Saturday, June 12th the first farmer’s market Chef-to-Chef event was held at the Mill City 
Farmers Market.  Jenny Breen, local food advocate, chef, and owner of GoodLife Catering, was 
asked to speak and give guidance to the chefs present on how to use local specialty crops. In 
attendance were 4 chefs, Jenny, Carol Banks from Edible Twin Cities, and Jill Grunewald from 
Food Alliance Midwest gathered in the courtyard at the market for an hour long discussion about 
using local specialty crops. All the participants said that they were looking for any source of 
local vegetables and more, but did not know where to find farmers. The small number of 
participants made it possible for Jenny Breen to answer specific questions about finding products 
which were asked.  
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After the discussion, the chefs were brought on a tour of the market and introduced to farmers. 
One match was immediately made, as the Bulldog Northeast connected with Loon Organics, and 
began buying lettuces and more from them that day. Laura and Adam from Loon Organics 
dropped their items off after the farmers market, offering them a way to ensure all their product 
was sold, and continued making these drop offs through the summer. Other chefs connected with 
famers and made periodic purchases throughout the summer. 

 

Chef-to Chef Event at the Midtown Farmers Market: This next event was held July 29th at 
the Gandhi Mahal restaurant and the Midtown Farmers market. Guests gathered at the Gandhi 
Mahal restaurant for buffet lunch featuring local foods and held a guided conversation led by 
HFN staff and Chef Ruhel Islam from Gandhi Mahal about how to buy and use local food and 
specialty crops. Participants ranged from those that were familiar with buying local specialty 
crops to those that were new, but all were interested in using more. There were 12 chef 
participants at this event. Many good ideas were mentioned about tips for storing vegetables, 
preserving, the money-saving potential of making stock and demi-glace from scraps, and 
promoting these local items via websites and social media. 

After lunch, participants gathered at the Midtown Farmers market (one block from the market) 
and met with farmers. The week before the event, HFN staff and Hli Xyooj from the Farmers 
Legal Action Group (a partner organization that has many connections to Hmong farmers in 
Minnesota) had spoken with all the farmers at the market to determine their interest in selling to 
restaurants or schools. They documented their names, emails, location of farm, and phone 
numbers. This information was then passed out to the chefs at the event as they gathered with the 
farmers. The majority of the farmers there were Hmong, and many of them indicated a great 
interest in selling to these new markets and an interest in the event.  

As the farmers and chefs gathered together at the market, the farmers went around and stated 
what they grew, where they were located, and their interest in selling. The chefs then went 
around and said what they were looking for and where their restaurant was. Conversations then 
emerged from these introductions and connections were made. A few chefs purchased items that 
day at the market, and a few more made connections that they pursued later. 

 

Provide Trainings for Colleges on How to Use Local specialty crops: 

 

In early 2010, HFN staff spoke with over 12 private and public colleges in Minnesota to gauge 
their current use of local specialty crops, their interest in using more, and how HFN could help 
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them. 75% said they were interested in using local specialty crops, but most said that a large 
meeting or symposium would not be useful to them, as their food procurement was directed by 
their campus management company, and even if they learned how to buy directly from farmers, 
their procurement options were set by contracts and they had little say in who they purchased 
from. Many of the management companies use wholesale distributors such as Bix or Sysco, so 
working with those companies to get more local purveyors into their system would be more 
useful than approaching the chefs individually. 

 

So in lieu of large gathering where colleges would share information with each other, HFN 
helped colleges on an individual level find and use local specialty crops. 

In February 2010, HFN staff spoke at Colin Peterson’s Homegrown Economy Conference about 
how to source local at colleges. HFN worked one-on-one with Minnesota State Fergus Falls 
campus to help them start using local specialty crops based on this connection.  

HFN also worked with Macalester to help them design the session on using local specialty crops 
at their Real Food Challenge Midwest symposium on March 14. HFN met twice with Augsburg 
College to help them become familiar with using local specialty crops, and helped them design 
signage to promote their local purchases on the line. 

The Minnesota Project’s HFN staff teamed up with The University of Minnesota Regional 
Sustainable Development Partnerships and other non-profits across MN as they organized a 
series of Farm to Cafeteria workshops across the state.  HFN conducted outreach specifically to 
colleges and other institutions to encourage them to attend this event. HFN staff spook directly 
with over 30 colleges and universities to invite them to the series of events, which occurred at the 
end of April.  

Create a Guide to Buying Local Specialty Crops Guide 

Starting in March 2010, HFN staff began gathering information that would be pertinent to give to 
chefs via a written guide. The final draft layout was passed to 12 chefs, non-profits, Minnesota 
Department of Agriculture, and other industry professionals and partners for their feedback. 
Printed copies of the guide will be mailed to all participants in the events and partner 
organizations, and will be available at conferences, expos and meetings. The guide will be 
available for free download on the Minnesota Project Website. Please see attached PDF. 

3.) Evaluation of outcomes to reach overall project goal: 

a. Outcome 1.) 80% of session participants will report an increase in knowledge and 
skills after attending training sessions 
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Actual outcome: Through 45 written surveys gathered at the culmination of the events, on 
average over 90% of participants reported an increase in the skills and knowledge about 
finding and using local specialty crops after attending the sessions.  Evaluations from the 
event quantify the impact on chefs who attended:  

• 95 % of participants reported that after attending the workshop they “strongly agree” that 
they would be more likely to purchase local specialty crops 

• 100% agreed they would attend another Chef-to-Chef workshop  
• 90% agreed that they more clearly understood how and where to find local specialty crops.  
• 80% indicated that they would be contacting more specialty crop growers during 2010 and 

2011 to purchase products 
• 75% said that the best thing about the event was the information on where to find farmers 

 
b. Outcome 2.) 50 restaurants and college campuses will report a 5% increase in their 

total purchases of specialty crops within the grant period.  
 

Actual outcome:  60% reported buying “from at least one additional farmer” 

Pre-test:  According to 45 written surveys delivered at the training events, participants in 
attendance at the 3 events currently purchase 25% of their total food purchases from local 
growers, including specialty crop farmers, during the growing season, with answers ranging from  

2-100%.  Attendees said that they would like to increase to 50% in-season on average.  

Post-test: In follow up conversations 4-6 months later with 40 attendees, it was determined that 
60% reported buying “from at least one additional farmer” after attending an event.  The other 
40% percent said that their purchases have stayed the same. Most attendees were not able to 
easily or accurately quantify the increase as a percent of their total purchases, therefore it is not 
clear if they have seen a 5% increase in their total specialty crop purchases. But the fact that 60% 
said that they had connected with at least one more farmer indicates that there is potential to have 
great economic impact and support the financial viability of local specialty crop farmers.  

4. Beneficiaries 
Provide a description and quantitative data for the number of people or operations that have 
benefited from the project’s accomplishments, and/or the potential economic impact of each 
project. 

Through the training events, HFN was able to provide 61 chefs and other food service 
professionals with information, resources, and best practices on how to find and use local 
specialty crops. As stated previously, 60% of attendees reported that they began buying from at 
least one more farmer as a result of the events. Chefs could not estimate the percent of their total 
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food dollars that were spent on local specialty crops, but if each chef spent $1000 with the farmer 
this year or next, $61,000 dollars could flow directly to local specialty crop farmers. 

Over the course of the grant period, HFN was also able to provide an additional 12 chefs who 
contacted HFN information on finding farmers, regulations about using local specialty crops, and 
other specific questions that pertained to using local specialty crops in their restaurant.  

HFN staff also gave resources to over 25 specialty crop farmers seeking information on selling to 
chefs and foodservice markets.  

 

HFN frequently served as a resource – responding to phone or email questions from the general 
public or media about the increased interest in local food, where to find farmers or farmers 
markets, what the benefits of local food are, and how chefs can find out more about using local 
food. 

HFN staff was present and spoke at: 

 FRESH The Movie Local Food Panel- June 2010, sponsored by Simple, Good and 
Tasty 

 Twin Cities Ascertainment Group, KSTP TV. Invited to speak on sustainable 
agriculture and local food.  

 American Chef Federation, Minneapolis Chapter- May, 2010. “How Chefs Can Find 
Local Food” 

 Homegrown Economy Conference - February 2010. Panelist and speaker,  local food 
in colleges 

 Real Food Challenge Midwest Conference - March 2010: Session leader, local food 
in colleges 

 Sustainable Farming Association Annual Conference-  February 2010 participant 
 Minnesota State Fair – August 2010 Leader, Local Foods Day in EcoExperience 

Building and participant, Farm to School day 
Lessons Learned 

Lessons learned, results, conclusions, for each project. If goals or outcome measures were not 
achieved, identify and share the lessons learned to help others expedite problem-solving. 

One lesson learned is that working with colleges, large food service establishments or “business 
and industry” accounts is very different than working with independent restaurants. These chefs 
need large amounts of product, and often do not make decisions about food procurement, and are 
much more price-sensitive, as they cannot pass on the premiums paid for higher-cost items to 
their customers as readily. Working with their food service distributors and management 
companies would be useful in the future, as this greatly impacts a college’s purchasing behavior. 
Additionally, it may be useful in the future to work directly with college students to help them 
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implement local buying at their schools, and then have them share this information with other 
colleges. Another market that is becoming very important is K-12 schools, and future projects 
should address the particular challenges and opportunities in K-12 school settings. 

Another lesson learned is that often chefs, the public, and others have become familiar with the 
basics of buying local food and specialty crops. High-profile leaders like Michael Pollan and 
Michelle Obama have brought fresh and healthy foods to the mainstream, and the interest is very 
high. Thus chefs do not need to be told necessarily why or even how to use local specialty crops, 
but really just need help connecting with farmers.  And beyond the delivery of one list, they need 
customized, hands-on assistance connecting to these farmers in a meaningful way. There was not 
time, for example, to meet with many chefs individually and provide a customized list of farmers 
that would work for them, facilitate meetings with the farmers, and build the relationships. That 
direct assistance is needed however, and future projects could provide this assistance.  

Another practical lesson learned was that there were too many chefs on the panel of speakers at 
the first event in March at the Craftsman. It would have been better to have fewer speakers and 
more time for Q and A.  

Also, the proposed timeline to have the draft Guide to Buying Local available at the trainings 
was not feasible. We gathered information at the trainings, and published it in the Fall of 2010. 

5. Contact Person 
Contact person for each project with telephone number and email address. 

David Glenn, Interim Executive Director  Annalisa Hultberg 

dglenn@mnproject.org    ahultberg@mnproject.org  

6. Additional Information 
Additional information available (e.g. publications, web sites, photographs). 

Please see attached PDFs: 

• Buying Local Food for Food Serving in Minnesota manual written by HFN staff 
• List of farmers from the Midtown Farmers Market event July 29th 
• Heavy Table article and photos from the first Chef-to-Chef March 22, 2010  
• Summary of information given at the March 22 Chef-to-Chef event 
• List of attendees and speakers at March 22 Chef to Chef event 
• Agenda March 22 Chef to Chef event 

Please check the following posts: 

1. Blog post about Mill City event can be found here: 
http://minnesotaproject.wordpress.com/2010/06/15/connections-and-a-good-time-at-
chef-to-chef-event-at-mill-city-market/ 

mailto:dglenn@mnproject.org
mailto:ahultberg@mnproject.org
http://minnesotaproject.wordpress.com/2010/06/15/connections-and-a-good-time-at-chef-to-chef-event-at-mill-city-market/
http://minnesotaproject.wordpress.com/2010/06/15/connections-and-a-good-time-at-chef-to-chef-event-at-mill-city-market/
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2. Blog post about the Midtown event can be found here: 
http://minnesotaproject.wordpress.com/2010/06/30/great-connections-discussion-and-
fresh-local-food-at-midtown-chef-to-chef-event/ 

3. HFN was interviewed for the Summer 2010 issue of Minnesota Restaurateur 
Magazine’s “Serving up Minnesota’s Locally Grown Bounty” issue. See article here: 
http://ezmag.documation.com/MRAMagazineSummer2010/ 

4. Hear the podcast by Localicious Radio on Heartland Food Network: 
http://localicious.tumblr.com/post/493764656/localicious-episode-3 

 

Project E - U of MN - Designing Scale-Appropriate Supply Chains for Specialty Crops Producers 

In Central Minnesota 

Project Summary 

Over the past few years, citizens throughout rural Minnesota that are involved in local foods production, 
distribution, sales and consumption have convened to identify critical barriers and potential solutions 
for scaling up the supply and demand for locally produced foods, including significant amounts of 
specialty crops.  A recurring issue has been the lack of a viable distribution system scaled to fit local 
production, that allows growers to set prices, and that increases efficiency and availability of product for 
buyers.  Specialty crop producers express an interest in local markets and indicate that infrastructure 
issues inhibit them from maximizing profit, minimizing costs associated with distribution, and 
maintaining a balance between availability and demand.   

This project was designed address this need:   to develop and implement a small scale local foods supply 
chain for specialty crops.  A 2009 survey of local specialty crop producers identified a significant in 
increasing sales in the region and improving distribution systems.  Similarly, several area chefs were 
interviewed regarding their interest in using more locally grown foods.  All expressed interested but 
indicated product availability and ease of obtaining product were of concern.  This project then, was 
designed to address both these interests and challenges, focusing on several resorts with multiple dining 
locations plus one resort area restaurant and 8-12 specialty crop growers located within the Brainerd 
Lakes area of Central Minnesota.   Resorts were the target of the study because peak growing season 
and the peak tourism season coincided.  The project was initiated in the winter months, with 
implementation during the peak summer months.   

Project Approach 

Between November 2009 and June 2010 monthly meetings were held with area producers and chefs.  
Between 15 and 35 people attended each meeting.  In the early months of the project, the agendas and 
discussions centered more on the distribution side and how that would work.  During these meetings 
work focused on formulating the best and most highly sought products and hoped that this would assist 
the growers in putting in the items that would sell the most to area resorts.  Interesting, both in the fall 
and early winter of 2009 and fall 2010 there was discussion with the resort chefs about making 

http://minnesotaproject.wordpress.com/2010/06/30/great-connections-discussion-and-fresh-local-food-at-midtown-chef-to-chef-event/
http://minnesotaproject.wordpress.com/2010/06/30/great-connections-discussion-and-fresh-local-food-at-midtown-chef-to-chef-event/
http://ezmag.documation.com/MRAMagazineSummer2010/
http://ezmag.documation.com/MRAMagazineSummer2010/
http://localicious.tumblr.com/post/493764656/localicious-episode-3
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commitments to purchase a given amount of a specific local crop.  In both years, the chefs were (and 
are) reluctant to make even handshake commitments with the growers because of product availability 
and quality issues.  On one hand, chefs did not want growers producing a crop solely for their operation 
because of the uncertainty of their product needs, and on the other hand, when they did need product, 
producers might not have adequate supply to meet chef needs.  Furthermore, chefs were uncertain 
about product quality, specifically if ordering from new growers with whom they had not worked.  The 
meetings, then, were designed to connect the chefs and growers to begin to establish relationships and 
to look at products that would be most available and would be most in demand by chefs. 

After several months of discussion, the focus began to change in February 2010, when the “ordering” 
aspect of product supply and distribution came to the forefront.    One chef noted that what would be 
most helpful to his operation was a more efficient way of product ordering, like, he said, a “cyber-
market.”  Growers also expressed comfort delivering product themselves.  Many growers already did 
their own product delivery or were participating in farmers’ markets in the area so product delivery 
would be convenient to them.  And chefs indicated they did not have a preference regarding specifying 
delivery times of day, as long as the product was available when needed.  This proved to be an 
interesting and significant point in the project evolution. Rather than organizing a physical supply 
distribution system, it became apparent that identifying an ordering mechanism that would show all the 
growers products and allow resort chefs to order online was a first and most important step in 
increasing efficiency and convenience for chefs and growers.  One of the producers involved with the 
project was using LocalDirt for his farm and thought this might be a suitable mechanism for use in this 
project.  He then arranged for the staff of LocalDirt to attend our March 2010 meeting. 

LocalDirt.com is based out of Madison, Wisconsin and is a technological outgrowth of the issues that 
Whole Foods Markets faced in securing local foods.  A former Whole Foods produce manager 
recognized the limitations to securing local foods from many different farmers and created 
LocalDirt.com as an online product list and ordering mechanism.  LocalDirt.com has received substantial 
funding from the National Science Foundation as a tool for decreasing post-harvest loss of crops due to 
the potential for immediate product information and on-line purchasing power.   

The staff of LocalDirt, Kassie Rizzo and Heather Hilleran, became part of our project team and provided 
the on-line tool to our pilot group for free.  In April and May onsite training was conducted for the chefs 
and producers on using LocalDirt.  Kassie Rizzo set up each of the producer with their own LocalDirt 
accounts, entered product pictures, and prices.  LocalDirt has an inventory function that helps manage 
available products.  There was a lot of excitement early on and it appeared that all parties were 
committed to the use of the site and the project goals.  However, some early season weather problems 
with wind, cold and hail set the growers back and that delayed the availability of produce by at least two 
weeks.   

In addition to LocalDirt, other partners and their role in the project included: 
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Tom Kavanaugh, area chef and owner of Kavanaugh’s Resort worked with all the chefs in the 
project and helped facilitate and lead the project meetings.  Tom’s local success and presence in 
the project was an asset in engaging this set of purchasers in the project. 

Pine and Lakes Country Foods Group provided support to the project and had representatives 
at every meeting.  They connected growers to the project and contributed their knowledge of the 
various aspects of the local foods scene to the meetings and on-line conversations. 

U of M Regional Sustainable Development Partnerships staffed the project (Kathy Draeger 
and Linda Ulland) and connected with Tom Kavanaugh (who led the chefs), Pine and Lake Local 
Foods group, and consulted with other faculty involved in applied economics and supply chain 
research. 

Chefs from the five resorts and restaurants participated in every meeting and engaged very 
positively with the producers.  Relationships were built among the chefs and producers.   

Producers (8-10) were engaged in the project.  Two farms fell off during the growing season, 
one due to crop failure (weather related) and one secured a contract with another restaurant that 
took all of their produce.   

Goals and Outcomes Achieved 

1. Increase the regular purchasing of Minnesota-grown specialty crops by participating resort 
restaurants in the Brainerd Lakes area.  The benchmarks and targets are from the current levels of near 
zero to 10 percent by the end of the 2010 harvest season (September).   

• The LocalDirt system was set up to record all transactions that occurred within and among the 
producers and chefs involved in this pilot project.  That was the tracking mechanism for 
recording sales.  However, even though all participating producers were set up on LocalDirt and 
listed their products, the chefs failed to use the LocalDirt.com ordering system.  As a result, 
information on sales was hampered.  A more detailed description of this setback can be found 
below.      

2. Increase the income of specialty crops producers in central Minnesota that participate in a 
supply chain directed at resorts in the Brainerd Lakes area.  This will be measured as total dollar sales to 
participating restaurants by 100 percent, doubling the total dollar sales to participating restaurants from 
the amount during the 2009 harvest season.  This data was collected from all the Local Direct 
transactions, however it was insufficient to track sales and therefore project impact, despite our efforts 
to work with the chefs on a one to one basic. The project ended in November 2010 and therefore 
additional data is not being collected.  

• A follow-up survey completed by participating producers, demonstrated that all producers, but 
one, participating in the project reported higher sales in 2010. Some of those were mediated 
through this project and the face-to-face connection with the various chefs. So while there was 
less than anticipated participation in the formal means we established to connected producers 
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and chefs, namely Local Dirt, the face to face meetings that were held in the winter and early 
spring resulting in building the relationships that resulted in greater sales and purchase among 
the group. 

• Most producers had positive comments about LocalDirt.  One producer said I LOVE LocalDirt.  It 
worked well for me, allowing me to upload, add real pictures that I took of my product, and to 
quickly edit/change when I needed to.  I downloaded the pdf copy of the pricelist and was able 
to send it to other buyers and felt this was a great way to utilize the software.” Most producers 
said they would use or consider continued use of LocalDirt.  Only one producer stopped using 
the tool because of technical/computer issues.  From the chef perspective, LocalDirt offered the 
potential to increase efficiency in ordering and obtaining local foods during a busy time. On the 
other hand, there were instances in which product offerings were not kept up-to-date and so 
product ordered was not available. Another negative comment from a Chef's perspective was 
that by the time growers added product, the chef's were well into their season and it was an 
added "thing to do" to use LocalDirt.   In both cases—producers and chefs—the use of LocalDirt 
required a change in habits, and that became an impediment.  

• All growers, but one, indicated an increase in income and increased sales. They did not, 
however, share the total dollar amount of increase. 

 

3.        Generation of new knowledge regarding supply chains through the establishment of a model 
supply chain that is replicable in other Minnesota regions or with other products. 

• Substantial information was gained on developing a supply chain and the limitations to 
accomplishing that in one growing season.  At this point this is probably not a replicable model, 
although information and experience gained in this pilot offers opportunities for project 
adjustments that may create a more workable and replicable system. A project wrap-up 
meeting indicated enough interest that the project will be continued in 2011 growing season 
and the purchasing base will be expanded to other restaurants and institutions.   

• The project was featured on Minnesota Public Radio, which reaches the entire state. The article 
“Chef, farmers in Brainerd meet online to buy local food” an audio clip can be found here: 
http://minnesota.publicradio.org/display/web/2010/11/16/ground-level-local-food-brainerd-
dirt/. 

• A full article with photos of the producers and chefs was run in the May/June 2011 issue of the 
Lakes Country Journal, a regional magazine. Upon conclusion of the project there hasn’t been 
any presentation of the results at any specialty crop conferences.  
 

4. Increase the number of resort restaurants buying Minnesota grown specialty crops by tracking 
which of the participating restaurants used local foods and identifying factors most closely 
associated with increased use of local specialty crops.  This included price, availability and ease of 
securing product and motivation of the chef and staff. 

• This was accomplished through the use of LocalDirt.  
• At the beginning of the project only one of the chefs was purchasing local foods. At the end 

of the project every chef involved, a total of 5, had purchased local foods for their resort. 
These represent some of the largest resorts in Minnesota.  

 

http://minnesota.publicradio.org/display/web/2010/11/16/ground-level-local-food-brainerd-dirt/
http://minnesota.publicradio.org/display/web/2010/11/16/ground-level-local-food-brainerd-dirt/
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Beneficiaries 

All project participants benefited to some degree in this project by building relationships between chefs 
and growers, and through the use of an on-line tool for listing and ordering products. 

Specialty crop producers and restaurant chefs were able to directly connect during the many project 
planning meetings.  During these meetings, growers identified those products most available, and chefs 
identified products that would be most useful to them.  One chef was most interested in know when 
and what special crops (e.g., squash blossoms) might be available so that he could utilize those products.  

The use of a new supply chain tool, LocalDirt.com was also a benefit, particularly to producers.  One 
project goal was to generate new knowledge on building supply chains, and LocalDirt.com offered such 
a new tool and skill set for both producers and chefs.  One chef said that this on-line tool offered 
efficiency to him in obtaining local foods from a variety of sources.  A wrap-up survey completed by 
participating producers indicated general agreement in the value of this on-line tool.  All but one 
producer indicated willingness to continue or consider continuing the use of LocalDirt.com.  Only one 
producer had difficulty with the computer technology and discontinued participation in the project 
because of the technology. 

LocalDirt staff Kassie Rizzo and Heather Hilleran became part of the project team once the pilot chef-
grower group moved away from developing a model physical distribution system toward a focus 
expediting product ordering.  LocalDirt was held training sessions for chefs and producers and worked 
with each producer to set up LocalDirt accounts, entered product pictures and prices.  Consequently, 
participating producers learned a new skill set that has broader application in expanding their buyer 
base.  LocalDirt was also a beneficiary; they gained experience working directly with growers and chefs 
and using their technology as part of a supply chain system.  It has also offered additional opportunities 
for LocalDirt to support other, broader projects.  As a result of this project, LocalDirt.com and Minnesota 
Grown (the Minnesota Dept. of Agriculture’s local foods directory) are negotiating bringing the on-line 
purchasing functions of Local Dirt to all interested producers who are members of Minnesota Grown 
(over 1,000 in 2011). LocalDirt.com continues to work with partners in the Brainerd Lakes area of 
Minnesota. Producer Arlene Jones is developing a producer owned cooperative and has included 
LocalDirt.com as a project partner in a recent application to the USDA Rural Development. The 15 
producers and chefs who were brought together for the first time in early 2010 all purchase/sold 
produce during the 2010 season. Since this was a one year project we did not collect data in 2011. The U 
of M Regional Partnership benefited from this project mostly though the finding that chefs do not have 
time to add an additional distribution system to their workload during the peak season and that they 
valued the direct connection made with producers when they do purchase local foods. As a result, the U 
of MN Regional Partnerships has investigated what existing distribution systems are available on which 
to build retail/producer distribution. This is leading to increased collaboration with regional distributor 
Mason Brothers, located near the Brainerd Lakes area. 
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All the producers, except one, participating in the project reported higher sales in 2010.  However, 
specific transactions could not be tracked through LocalDirt because many of those transactions were 
not mediated through the on-line system.  Some transactions were a result of the project, but most 
likely because of the face-to face connection made during meetings.  

Potentially, the use of an on-line system such as LocalDirt could provide positive economic benefits for 
chefs and growers.  For chefs, it offers efficiency in ordering and obtaining local foods.  Instead of going 
to individual farmers’ markets, chefs can see what products are available and order to their specific 
needs.  Chefs can also identify best prices for products.  For growers, there is the potential to increase 
product sales as more restaurants and institutions incorporate local foods into their menu offerings. 
Growers can identify and maintain an up to date inventory of product offerings, prices, availability, 
delivery, etc. on-line, thus saving time and potentially expanding their consumer base. 

The project partners continued and expanding this work into 2011.   

 

A February 2011 meeting is being planned to widen the group of institution for the specialty crop 
growers to work with.  

Lessons Learned 

The project initially focused on transportation, and issues related to the physical supply, demand, 
distribution of locally grown foods.  However, during the discussions, both groups looked toward the 
most effective and efficient way to connect growers with chefs, and identified a need for an “on-line” 
tool as a first step in developing a supply chain.  The meetings also offered some direct connections 
between chefs and growers that was of significant value. 

However, both chefs and producers identified several issues that kept them from using the system to its 
potential.  One chef had challenges with growers not following through—either not responding to the 
order, not having product available, and/or not keeping their product listing current.  Other chefs, while 
interested, already had relationships with other growers and were overwhelmed by the busy season and 
simply did not take the time.  For the producers, taking the time to update their product listing was 
difficult during the busiest time of year—when they are growing and picking product.  However, one 
grower made the most of the on-line tool, using the site to maintain product listings, include photos of 
product, and downloaded price lists to use in their store and to send to other customers. 

Both chefs and producers felt, in some ways, as though they were “afterthoughts.”  One producer felt 
that chefs were only ordering from him when their main vendor could not supply product.  And chefs 
noted that for most producers, supplying to the restaurant was not growers’ first priority; that is, they 
would sell to restaurants when they had extra product.  These perceptions resulted in less use of the 
pilot system. 

In summary, basic lessons learned were: 
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Relationships between growers and chefs is paramount.  Chefs need assurances of product 
quality, availability, and dependability.  Growers want assurance that product ordered will be 
purchased.  This requires communications and developing relationships between the two. 
Project meetings made connections but did not establish the degree of relationships necessary.  
One chef noted that a follow-up phone call was necessary to ensure his order had been received 
and product was available.  He indicated this was a way of maintaining the personal 
relationships. 

Commitment to use the system.    Chefs and producers were excited about the project and 
interested in the on-line tool; this was the agreement among the group.  However, only one chef 
used the system, and only one producer actually used the tool to its best potential.  Use of the 
on-line tool was a new way of doing business; it represented a change in habits.  When the 
season is at its height, both producers and chefs are at their busiest and then it is more 
challenging to take extra time to change practices. 

In the long term, the project has potential to provide an effective and efficient way for 
restaurants, schools, and other facilities to use local products.  Using a straight-forward ordering 
format, with product listings and quantities available, and prices kept current, purchasers can 
order and set up delivery on specified items.  

Contact Person 

Kathy Draeger, U of M Regional Sustainable Development Partnerships 

411 Borlaug Hall 

1991 Upper Buford Circle 

St. Paul, MN 55108 

612-625-3148 

cell (651)470-7720 

Additional Information 

The project was featured on Minnesota Public Radio (MPR) on The Central Region's Specialty Crop 
project was featured on MPR's local foods segment on November 16, 2010.    In addition, the wrote a 
blog post about the project as well.  The link to the article and the news clip can be found at 
 http://minnesota.publicradio.org/display/web/2010/11/16/ground-level-local-food-brainerd-dirt/ 

 

http://minnesota.publicradio.org/display/web/2010/11/16/ground-level-local-food-brainerd-dirt/
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PROJECT TITLE 

Project F - Organic Tree Fruit Education and Research Collaborative  

FINAL PERFORMANCE REPORT 
 
PROJECT TITLE 
 
Organic Tree Fruit Education and Research Collaborative 
 
PROJECT SUMMARY 
 
Provide a background for the initial purpose of the project, which includes the specific 
issue, problem, or need that was addressed by this project. 
 
The purpose of the Organic Tree Fruit Education and Research Collaborative has been to make 
locally grown tree fruit crops more competitive in Minnesota and the region by helping growers 
take advantage of the increasing interest in local organic products. With support of the  
USDA Specialty Crop Block Grant through the Minnesota Department of Agriculture, the project 
built on the efforts of the Midwest Organic Tree Fruit Network by creating the Organic Tree  
Fruit Association (OTFA), a membership organization that serves the professional needs of its 
organic tree fruit grower members. As a professional association, OTFA provides growers across 
the region with educational opportunities, such as seminars, field days, fact sheets and its 
quarterly newsletter, Just Picked. We created an independent website, where growers will be able 
to browse current research, keep up with events, access educational materials and market their 
products directly to consumers. We piloted the Organic Tree Fruit Research Program aimed at 
addressing organic disease and pest management issues specific to the humid regions of the 
United States. The Research Program strives to facilitate organic tree fruit research appropriate 
to these regions by identifying and cataloguing research projects while facilitating connections 
between interested growers and researchers. Our efforts focused on 1.) On-farm tree fruit 
research sites, 2.) Tree fruit research programs, 3.) Scientists interested in organic research and 
4.) Specific projects that would benefit from collaborative, multi-state testing.  
 
Establish the motivation for this project by presenting the importance and timeliness of the 
project. 
 
Improving organic practices as well as access to information on those practices will increase the 
number of growers utilizing organic management, the number of acres in organic production and 
the amount of organic tree fruit produced. The project is important because, despite increased 
consumer demand for food that is both “local” and “organic,” Midwest-grown organic tree fruits 
can be difficult to find, even during peak season. There are a few reasons why this is the case: 1.) 
The wet, temperate climate combined with a landscape speckled with woodlots and brush 
covered fencerows in Minnesota, and throughout the Upper Midwestern and Eastern regions, 
provides ideal conditions for orchard pests and disease and makes organic orchard management 
challenging. 2.) Much of the current research on organic practices comes out of warmer and/or 
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more arid regions and is not always relevant for growers in humid climates. 3.)Midwestern and 
Eastern growers are widely dispersed and need a formal organization capable of assessing 
production needs, coordinating existing research, facilitating new research and networking 
opportunities amongst growers and researchers, disseminating information and representing their 
interests in the larger community. This project responds to the needs of growers in this region 
and helps grow the organic tree fruit industry.  
 
PROJECT APPROACH 
 
Briefly summarize the activities performed and tasks performed during the grant period. 
Whenever possible, describe the work accomplished in both quantitative and qualitative 
terms. Include the significant results, accomplishments, conclusions and recommendations. 
Include favorable or unusual developments. 
 
The Organic Tree Fruit Education and Research Collaborative took a comprehensive approach 
to responding to the educational needs of regional growers, providing diverse and accessible 
opportunities. We have been strategic in our partnerships and collaborations, which has allowed 
us to extend and expand those offerings beyond the original scope and timeline. Highlights of 
activities during this grant period include: 
 
Incorporation of the Organic Tree Fruit Association –In December of 2009, OTFA was 
incorporated when the by-laws developed by the acting board of directors were approved. In 
February of 2010, a new board of directors was elected by the membership and three standing 
committees were created: The Executive Committee, The Education Committee and the 
Research Committee. The latter two committees have been instrumental in carrying out the work 
plan for the Organic Tree Fruit Research Collaborative. All board and committee members are 
growers themselves and are committed to improving the vitality and production capacity of the 
local tree fruit industry in the Midwest. 
 
Membership Drive - An OTFA Membership Brochure (see attached) was created in 2009 and 
updated in 2012, sent to subscribers of the quarterly newsletter, made available on the website, 
and distributed during events. The brochure promotes local organic tree fruit, outlines OTFA’s 
education and outreach opportunities and introduces the Research Program. We had originally 
estimated that OTFA would attract 30-40 paying members the first year. We exceeded our 
expectations and now have 46 members that represent 13 states (primarily in the Midwest, with a 
few members from Maine, New Hampshire, and Montana). Some growers are well established 
and certified organic, but most are small-scale beginning growers who are interested in organic 
orchard management. 
 
Grower Survey – The initial 2010 Grower Survey was developed as an online document (sent 
out to the Organic Tree Fruit Network list serve and posted on the website). It requested 
information on orchard size, tree fruit grown, growing methods used, marketing strategies, 
interest level in organic management and certification, disease and pest problems barriers to 
production and marketing concerns. Respondents were also asked if they would be interested in 
participating in on-farm research. A total of 42 growers responded to the original survey. A 

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheet/viewform?formkey=dENLQ3NvUEdsY3V0N1ZXUmk2cHlITUE6MA#gid=0
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheet/viewform?formkey=dEw1LV9ESl83amRJeFQtdG5yc1pObUE6MQ#gid=0
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follow -up survey to the original respondents was sent in May 2012. A total of 11 responses were 
obtained. An additional 33 growers filled out the General Grower Survey distributed on-line in 
May 2012. The survey was distributed via our website, grower list serve as well as other grower 
networks in the Midwest. Despite the broader invitation, fewer growers responded to the survey 
in 2012. This could be due, in part, to the time of year, since the survey was conducted during 
the growing season.  
 
Below is a summary and highlights from the surveys' findings and recommendations as a result. 
The full results of the initial survey were compiled and sent to the OTFA Research Committee in 
2010. 
 
Sample pool: 
Growers represented 12 states, primarily in the Midwest, and are actively involved in production 
- (OTFA did screen results to make sure that 'hobbyists/gardeners' did not participate in the 
survey) 
 
2010 Initial General Grower Survey – 42 respondents 
Follow up Summary of Responses – 11 respondents from original sample pool 
2012 – General Grower Survey – 33 respondents 
Total survey respondents - 75 
 
Grower Profile & Responses (Highlights from 2010 & 2012 Survey Data) 
 

 Farm sizes range from 'less than 1' to 41 – 100 bearing acres, though 72% of growers 
surveyed are 5 acres or less.  

 53% of growers surveyed use organic management practices but are not certified organic; 
29% are certified organic; 23% of growers were transitioning to organic production. 

 94% of the growers surveyed are growing apples, 46% cherries with pears and plums at 
43%, respectively.  While apples represent the bulk of production on farms surveyed, 
many of the growers grow and sell a diversity of fruit crops. 

 In general, there is a desire amongst growers surveyed to expand their organic acreage 
with 70% in agreement – strong agreement. 

 Most growers (65%) sell direct to public from farm or at farmers markets with 22% of 
growers selling to wholesale markets. 

 Interest in organic management is very high: averaging 4.56 (on a scale of 1 to 5). 
 Interest in becoming certified is also high: 4 (on a scale of 1 – 5). 
 All of the growers were involved in value added production with sweet cider, preserves, 

and 'other products' representing the top 3 responses respectively. 
 In general, growers are seeking to improve production efficiency by increasing the 

volume of fruit produced per acre: 4.3 average response of strongly agree (on a scale of 1 
to 5). 

 Growers agree that they are effectively using organic practices in their orchards. 
 67.5% of growers surveyed expressed a strong interest in learning more about organic 

management practices. All growers rated their responses in the 3 – 5 (3 being agreed, 5 
being strongly agree). This suggests that growers regardless of size or experience are 

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheet/viewform?formkey=dEw1LV9ESl83amRJeFQtdG5yc1pObUE6MQ#gid=0
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interested in continuous learning opportunities in organic management. 
 A large majority of respondents are interested in participating in on-farm research - 36  

 
Challenges and concerns with pests, diseases and marketing  
(Listed in order of occurrence with the first listing being the most frequent concern listed among 
those surveyed): 
 

1. Pest Concerns - Plum curculio, codling moth, deer, peach and plum borers, leaf rollers, 
Japanese beetles, rodents and birds, tent caterpillars, tree borer, round-headed apple 
borers, aphids, cherry fruit flies, are common pests. 

2. Disease Concerns - Apple scab, fire blight, sooty blotch, cedar apple rust, fly speck, 
powdery mildew and brown rot are among disease problems in the orchards of those 
surveyed. 

3. Concerns and barriers (perceived?) to increasing production: Lack of time, labor, 
money, disease and pest concerns, off farm work (related to lack of time), equipment 
(storage and production), knowledge, site limitations - capacity/size of land, inadequate 
water/irrigation, markets, fencing, weather, age, philosophy. 

4. Concerns and anticipated concerns about marketing include: post-harvest handling, 
fruit storage, cost of a high density planting system, pricing, profitability especially for 
the risk – the need of a consistent supply of quality, lack of small-scale infrastructure and 
processing options, consumer education – i.e. Expectations and familiarity, perceptions of 
organic, local, certified organic, and holistic, amount of time spent at farmers markets, 
value-added product and test marking development, lack of developed markets in NE 
MN.   

 
Full survey results have been compiled and shared with the Research Committee and OTFA 
Board and results will be shared with the grower community in the winter 2012 issue of our 
newsletter, Just Picked. Results and conclusions from grower survey data is discussed further in 
the Goals, Outcomes, and Lessons Learned section of this grant report. 
 
Field Days – OTFA sponsored two field days over the summer of 2010 and three in the summer 
of 2011. These were held in diverse geographic locations (MI, IA, WI, & MN) and drew 
established as well as beginning growers alongside positive evaluations. OTFA coordinated an 
additional field day in August, 2012 in Michigan. 
 
a. A June 2010 field day was held at Earth First Farms, in Berrien Center, MI. It featured a farm 
tour by owner and OTFA board member Tom Rosenfeld, information on pest identification with 
Michigan State University researcher, Matthew Grieshop and a discussion of cider making with 
Robert Tritten. There were 44 participants with diverse levels of experience. 
  
b. An August 2010 field day in Decorah, IA, was split between the Historic Orchard at Seed 
Savers Exchange (SSE) and a tour of Sliwa Meadow Farm. OTFA member David Sliwa 
explained his low-input organic approach to orchard management and Kathleen Delate of Iowa 
State University provided a research update. The event attracted 22 growers and 6 interns 
currently working on organic farms.  
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c. In June 2011, Rachel Henderson and Anton Ptak of Mary Dirty Face Farm hosted a field day 
outside Downsville, WI. The 24 participants had a chance to see the early stages of organic 
orchard management on a diversified farm. 
 
d. A July 2011 field day on Integrated Pest Management for Organic Orchards was held at Hoch 
Orchards and Gardens in La Crescent, MN. The event was organized by OTFA, MOSES and 
CIAS (Center for Integrated Agricultural Systems-UW Madison), hosted by OTFA Board 
President Jackie Hoch and her husband, Harry Hoch and drew 55 growers and researchers from 
around the region. Tammy Hinman of ATTRA (Appropriate Technology Transfer for Rural 
Areas) and Matthew Greishop of MSU also presented.  
 
e. In August of 2011, OTFA member Jim Koan of Al-Mar Orchard near Flushing MI and 
Matthew Greishop of Michigan State University, provided an in-depth full-day discussion of 
research taking place on site. This event was attended primarily by advanced growers (18) who 
are already OTFA members. 
 
f. In August of 2012 OTFA members Gene and Kathy Garthe of Garthe Farms in Northport MI 
and Matthew Greishop, Mark Whalon, and Nikki Rothwell of Michigan State University, 
provided and in-depth full-day workshop of on farm research being conducted. This event was 
attended primarily by 34 participants from around the Midwest. Participants were primarily 
growers. In conjunction with the field day, a Cider Tasting and Tour of an Organic Hops Variety 
Trial were held the day before at Tandem Ciders, and the NW MI Horticultural Research Center 
respectively. Twelve growers participated in these events. 
Results from our field day evaluations indicated a diversity of interests and experience levels 
which are discussed further in the outcomes and lessons learned section of this grant report. 
Overall, our field days reinforced the importance of providing opportunities for growers to learn 
from each other and structuring field days with split tracks that guide new growers through the 
basics and provide more in-depth information for experienced growers. 
 
Fact Sheets – OTFA member, Harriet Behar, who is an organic certifier as well as an organic 
educator at the Midwest Organic and Sustainable Education Service (MOSES), developed a new 
fact sheet “Organic Tree Fruit Certification” that lays out the process for becoming USDA 
certified organic. A second fact sheet on “Organic Orchard Disease and Pest Management” was 
developed by Joe Pedretti of MOSES in collaboration with OTFA member, Harry Hoch. Both 
fact sheets were distributed at field days, via the OTFA list serve, and are available on our 
website: organictreefruit.org. It is also worth noting that these fact sheets are 
available/distributed during the annual Organic Farming Conference that MOSES hosts. This 
event attracts over 3,000 farmers from around the country and provides a great venue for sharing 
information and networking with other growers and professionals in the field. 
 
Newsletter – Seven issues of the newsletter, Just Picked, were produced and distributed between 
2010 – August of 2012. The publication highlights articles on management issues shared by our 
growers as well as researchers in the region, reports on emerging pests, updates on our grant-
funded work, promotion for OTFA education opportunities and other events. Circulation of Just 
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Picked continues to grow with nearly 368 print subscribers and 494 people receiving the 
electronic version of our newsletter. The newsletter is also available as a free download on the 
website and is shared electronically with our grower list serve which reaches 318 people from 
around Midwest, U.S. and the world. 
 
Website – OTFA (formerly the Midwest Organic Tree Fruit Network) now has an autonomous 
website: organictreefruit.org, maintained by OTFA staff. Our new website features educational 
resources produced by OTFA, links to current research and resources for organic growers, as 
well as current events and happenings. We will continue to engage and build our website content 
to help promote and market our member farms as well as enable more interaction and dialogue 
amongst growers. A summary of website use and user interaction is provided in the 
outcomes/lessons learned section of this grant. 
 
Grower Seminars – OTFA coordinated three grower seminars on Organic Tree Fruit 
Certification and Holistic Orchard management in conjunction with major conferences in the 
Midwest in 2011 and 2012. Grower seminars provide an opportunity to delve more deeply into 
topics of interest to both beginning and experienced orchardists and learn from a panel of experts 
alongside peers. 
 
The first seminar was held in December 2010 at the Great Lakes Fruit, Vegetable and Farm 
Market EXPO in Grand Rapids, MI and shared ways to navigate organic certification. Over 80 
people attended these sessions.  
 
The second seminar featured Organic Orchard Certification at the Organic University, just before 
the Organic Farming Conference in La Crosse, WI. A panel of instructors included OTFA grower 
members alongside Organic Specialists/Certifiers in the field. 58 people attended this session. 
 
Most recently, in 2012, OTFA hosted Michael Phillips, author of The Apple Grower and Holistic 
Orchard Management, for an advanced grower seminar in La Crosse, WI before the Organic 
Farming Conference. 32 participants attended this seminar. 
 
Research Catalogue – The initial stages of the Research Catalogue have been completed and 
consisted primarily of a list of growers interested in on-farm, participatory research with 
researchers. A full research catalogue that serves the function of identifying both growers and 
researchers presented a greater challenge which is discussed further in the lessons learned 
section of this grant report. 
 
Additional Activities - OTFA plays an active role in sharing educational resources and 
information and was involved in several outreach activities and conference venues throughout 
the life cycle of the grant.  OTFA responded on behalf of organic tree fruit growers in the region 
to a call for comments on the National Organic Standards Board sunset provision for approved 
materials of use in organic orchards: Elemental sulfur (3 uses); Lime sulfur; Copper hydroxide; 
Copper oxide; Copper oxychloride; Copper sulfate; hydrated lime; hydrogen peroxide; 
Streptomycin; Tetracycline calcium complex); Boron; Pheromones; Oils, horticultural-narrow 
range oils as dormant, suffocating, and summer oils (2 uses); soaps, insecticidal; sticky 

http://organictreefruit.org/
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traps/barriers; liquid fish products. 
 
The statement provided background on these materials and explained why the tree fruit industry 
in the Midwest needs to continue to have these management tools approved by NOSB. OTFA 
President Jackie Hoch attended NOSB meetings in Madison, WI in October 2010, and Seattle in 
April 2011 to provide further comment and represent OTFA members.  
 
Present the significant contributions and role of project partners in the project. 
 
OTFA does not have official project partners. However, we continue to cultivate existing 
relationships with several partner organizations and institutions. We also rely on the expertise of 
our growers to help us share information, collaborate on events and educational content, and 
facilitate connections between researchers and growers. 
 
These relationships include: 
 
The Midwest Organic and Sustainable Education Service (MOSES) – MOSES has been 
instrumental in the development of 2 new fact sheets, event publicity, collaboration with Organic 
University courses and seminars in conjunction with the annual Organic Farming Conference 
(which draws thousands of farmers), and initially hosted our website. 
 
Great Lakes Fruit Vegetable and Farm Market Expo – GLEXPO organizers have worked 
with OTFA to include a two-part workshop series on organic production and certification, which 
allows outreach to much broader audience including conventional growers. 
 
Indiana Certified Organics – Cissy Bowman, ICO Executive Director, offered her expertise in 
during the GLEXPO workshop on Organic Certification as well as helped develop course 
content for the Organic University seminars at the MOSES conference. Cissy continues to 
support OTFA with outreach and education and is a great link to growers in Indiana. 
 
Michigan State University – Matthew Grieshop, Professor of Entomology, is an OTFA member 
and serves on the OTFA Education Committee. He presented, along with Diane Brown of MSU 
Extension, pest identification during field days along with MSU colleague Robert Tritten and 
Rob Sirrine. Dr. Grieshop also plays an instrumental role in working with our grower members 
on on-farm research. He is generous with his time and expertise to our members as well as 
sharing findings of his research. 
 
Iowa State University – Kathleen Delate, Professor of Horticulture, presented current ISU 
research and offered an update from the Organic Farming research Foundation. She also 
contributed educational resources for our field days. 
 
Muskegon Conservation District – MCD donated a table display that OTFA used at the 
Michigan Food and Farming Association Conference and the two OTFA field days in 2010 and 
2012. They too have been very supportive in collaborating on outreach and education for our 
events and seminars. 
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Appropriate Technology Transfer for Rural Areas (ATTRA) – ATTRA produced a new 
booklet on Organic Apple Production, which is distributed during OTFA field days. Tammy 
Hinman, a Sustainable Agriculture Specialist at ATTRA and co-author of the booklet, has also 
shared her expertise as a presenter during our field day OTFA members was involved with 
reviewing materials. 
 
GOALS AND OUTCOMES ACHIEVED, LESSONS LEARNED 
 
Supply the activities that were completed in order to achieve the performance goals and 
measurable outcomes for the project. 
 
Completed activities (as of August 31, 2012):  
 
 OTFA incorporation 
 Membership drive 
 Grower survey and follow up survey completed,  
 6 Field Days 
 7 issues Just Picked (available in print and on-line versions) 
 3 grower seminars 
 2 New Fact Sheets, and  
 Made insightful and positive strides with the Research Catalogue. 
 
Please see more detailed description of activities in the activities section. 
 
Activities that have been adapted due to emerging needs, opportunities, and challenges revealed 
during the life cycle of the grant: 2 sections of Research Catalogue completed, though full 
Research Catalogue was not completed. The Research Catalogue project changed course due to 
emerging needs and challenges that surfaced during the grant project. Please see more detailed 
discussion for rationale, conclusions in the goal and outcome section. 
 
Clearly convey completion of achieving outcomes by illustrating baseline data that has 
been gathered to date and showing the progress toward achieving set targets. 
 
Target 1: The primary target is to increase production of organic tree fruit by 10% each year of 
the funding period. The secondary target is to increase the number of growers utilizing organic 
management by 15% each year of the funding period. 
 
Performance Measure: Grower Survey Results 2010 & 2012 
 
Baseline: Survey results on number of orchards/acres that are USDA certified organic, in 
transition to organic certification, and use organic practices but are not certified. 
 
Outcomes and Lessons Learned:  
 



61 

 

Grower profile results were consistent in 2010 and 2012 survey samples (both with follow-up 
survey and new grower survey results) in terms of acreage, markets, value added products, types 
of fruits being grown, general satisfaction with certifiers, and types of challenges and concerns 
with pests, diseases, and markets. 
 
Interest in certification alongside costs to certify remains high, though not as strong in 2012 
survey respondents as in 2010 respondents.  
 
Of particular interest in the follow up survey was whether there were changes in organic acreage 
in production as well as changes in the number of certified organic orchards, transitioning farms, 
and farms utilizing organic practices. Based on the survey data, we were unable to accurately 
track the % increase in production of organic tree fruit each year. Despite repeated efforts by 
OTFA staff to follow up with growers originally surveyed, follow up response rate was low at 
26%. What we can say is that most growers have 5 acres or less in organic tree fruit production, 
and that most growers are utilizing organic management practices and that this number was 
consistent over a 2 year period. Very few farms represented had 11 or more acres in production.  
 
Farm Size USDA Certified In transition Use Organic Practices 
 2010 2012 2010 2012 2010 2012 
Less than 1 acre 2 2 2 0 6 2 
'1-5 7 2 2 2 11 2 
'6-10 0 1 2  1 0 
'11-20 0 1 0 0 0 0 
21-40 1 0 0 0 2 1 
41 – 100 2 0 0 0 0 0 
More than 100 0 0 0 0 0 0 
The above table reflects survey findings and gaps. While the numbers are accurate results might 
be misleading (follow-up response rate low). 
 
It is also difficult to ascertain from the follow-up survey whether changes in the number of 
certified organic farms, those in transition to certified organic, and those utilizing organic 
management increased over time and whether this was a result of the growers' participation in 
OTFA's education and research programs or more broadly whether they were due to market 
conditions, production challenges, climatic factors etc. From those that responded to the follow 
up survey, we can conclude that there was very little change in the number of acreage in organic 
production as well as changes in management practices. 
 
Overall, of the 75 growers surveyed in 2010 & 2012, there were fewer growers transitioning to 
organic certification in 2012 than in 2010, though growers utilizing organic management or who 
were certified represented the majority of growing practices represented regardless of year. 
During the same time, the number of dual operation farms decreased, yet the number of low 
input conventional increased. Again it is difficult to draw from the sample pool what conditions 
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might exist that provide insight into these changes (however minor) in management practices and 
whether management practices correspond to changes in the market conditions and customer 
preferences or climatic factors such as emerging pest issues. It is worth following up in future 
years as to why growers may have changed practices and what went into this decision making 
process to help us set priorities for education and research, and assess market conditions. 
 
There is a strong interest in improving production efficiency by increasing the volume of fruit 
produced per acre. There also exists a strong perception of organic management practices being 
used effectively. It would be worth pursuing the question in future years of what (if any) 
correlation exists between the use of organic management practices and production efficiency 
being based on volume of fruit. The results suggest that there are other factors that weigh in to 
production efficiency such as equipment, labor, time, and other ecosystem services in addition to 
volume of fruit. 
 
In future grower surveys it would be interesting to build on these results and continue to learn 
what are the decision making factors/reasons for changes, in management practices. 
 
Lessons Learned: The interest in organic production and certification among respondents is in 
line with OTFA's educational focus for the funding period and beyond the lifecycle of this grant. 
The challenge in dealing with diversity of pests and diseases cited by growers confirms our 
assessment of challenges facing organic tree fruit production in the Midwest.   
 
If we want to continue to meet the growing demand for organic fruit in the Midwest, we need to 
better understand factors that limit production capacity and look for ways we can support 
growers in scaling up/optimizing their production systems. This will make organic tree fruit 
growers in the Midwestern and Eastern regions more competitive with their domestic 
counterparts in the Western regions as well as with foreign tree fruit producers. The diversity of 
pests and diseases cited by growers confirms our assessment of challenges facing organic tree 
fruit in the Midwest. OTFA will modify and release the grower survey annually, around the time 
of our annual meeting, in order to broaden and diversify input, track grower concerns/interests 
and develop programming in response to the challenges and concerns with organic management. 
 
Target 2: To increase the number of people reached through educational opportunities and 
improve the effectiveness of information provided. 
 
Performance measure: Grower participation in field days and seminars, and feedback from 
evaluations at these events. 
 
Baseline: Prior to 2010, the Midwest Organic Tree Fruit Network (now OTFA) sponsored events 
have attracted an average of 23 participants. While an event evaluation baseline had not been 
previously established, OTFA built on the interest and need for grower to grower education 
expressed during these events; surveys and membership input and developed an event evaluation 
form. 
 
Furthermore, to help us better assess and meet the needs of grower education, in 2012 growers 
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(both the 11 follow up survey respondents and the 33 new respondents) were also asked how 
useful OTFA sponsored educational opportunities have been. In both cases 100% of those 
surveyed have found educational events useful with 43% in agreement that these opportunities 
have been extremely useful. 
Overall, the interest in organic production and organic certification among respondents is in line 
with OTFA’s educational focus for the funding period.  
A summary of evaluation results are as follows: 
 
June 2010 Field Day, Berrien Center, MI = 44 participants 
August, 2010, Decorah IA Field Day = 28 participants 
June, 2011, Downsville, WI = 24 participants 
July 2011, La Crescent, MN = 55 participants 
August 2011, Flushing, MI = 18 participants  
August 2012, Northport MI = 34 
 
Statements rated: 1 (strongly 
disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) 

June 2010 
avg (12 
responses) 

Aug 2010 
avg (18 
responses) 

June 2011 
avg. (12 
responses) 

July 2011 avg 
(22 responses) 

Aug 2012 
avg. (7 
responses) 

I currently use organic 
management in my orchard  

3.4 4.2 3.4 4.4 5 

I find this information (from 
field day) on organic 
management valuable 

4.1 3.9 4 4.2 4.4 

I will likely change my 
practice b/c of this new 
information 

3.3 3.5 3.4 4 4 

I am seeking to 
increase/expand my 
production levels 

3.4 3.6 3.8 3.5 4 

I am interested in new 
marketing options 

3.5 3.5 3.8 4 4.4 

I am interested in becoming 
certified organic 

4 3 4 3.5 3 

I am interested in participating 
in on-farm organic 
management research 

4.1 4.4 4 4.2 3.8 

 
Evaluations also included opportunities for participants to comment and provide undirected 
feedback on event topics and speakers. Responses were largely positive. Suggestions for topics, 
speakers, and event sites were taken into consideration for planning future events. Responses 
indicate that tree fruit growers in the Midwest have diverse interests and needs, ranging from 
nutrient management to value-added processing to heritage scion preservation. Attendees at the 



64 

 

IPM field day at Hoch Orchards and Gardens in July 2011 overwhelmingly expressed an interest 
in a full day seminar on integrated pest management issues, which have spurred OTFA and 
researchers at MSU to organize events on this topic in 2012 – 2013. Evaluations were not 
distributed at the August 2011 field day at Al-Mar Orchard, which was not sufficiently promoted 
due to a tight timeline. The event drew mostly advanced growers who are already OTFA 
members. 
 
Overall, attendance for field days has been within the range of expectations. Efforts to reach out 
to new growers were successful and several attendees became OTFA members as a result of their 
field day experiences. We will continue to work to meet the needs of established as well as 
beginning growers. Field Days like those in Minnesota and Michigan, with split tracts that guide 
new growers through the basics on organic orchard management topics and provide more in-
depth information for experienced growers, have been well received. 
 
Lessons Learned: OTFA will continue to seek grower input and feedback from members as well 
as other tree fruit growers in the Midwest with results to inform education and research needs. 
This will be done through evaluations following grower field days and events, an on-line grower 
survey distributed in winter (timed with our annual grower membership meeting), where growers 
may have fewer field demands and be more responsive; and more informally through our on-line 
list serve and member meetings. 
 
Our list serve, website, and newsletter are useful tools in helping growers spread the word about 
events and self-organize around topics of interest to them. For example, as a result of this past 
winter's grower seminar on Holistic Orchard Management presented by Michael Phillips a small 
group of fruit growers in NE Iowa are getting together to discuss Phillips' holistic approach to 
growing fruit. From that initial luncheon, growers have continued to meet at different farms for 
discussion and tours. OTFA will continue to play a support and outreach role to our growers who 
host field days in collaboration with other organizations or through self-organized events based 
on grower interests. 
 
Target 3: Increase the number of people reached via Just Picked (print and electronic), fact 
sheets, list-serve, and website. 
 
Performance measure: Numbers reached through subscriptions, distribution at events and 
website hits are the primary indicators for newsletter and fact sheets. The number of participants 
and the level of activity on the list serve provide indication of its performance. 
 
Educational 
Opportunity  

June 2009 November 
2010 

September 2011 August 2012 

Just Picked (print 
subscription) 

345 362 390 368 

Just Picked (electronic 
subscription) 

122 134 152 494 

Network List Serve 320 337 362 289 



65 

 

members 
Website Hits –  
 
 

2008 –  2009  
mosesorganic.org 
web host 

Mosesorganic.
org web host 

Transition time –  
new website 
organictreefruit.org 

*organictreefruit.org 

Main page 5369 4552  1890 
Events 3360 2480  NA 
Research Not yet created Not yet created  NA 
Newsletter 1650 1520  NA 
Resources/Fact sheet 2686 3676  NA 
 
There continues to be growth in the number of people reached through OTFA's educational 
opportunities. Additional copies of Just Picked, all six fact sheets, including the new Organic 
Tree Fruit Certification and the OTFA membership brochure are distributed during conferences, 
events, and seminars as well as available on-line. The Network List Serve, which provides 
growers with free access to discuss and share ideas and resources with hundreds of other 
growers, continues to increase in number and diversity of participants from around the region, 
nation, and world. The new website has an easily identifiable and searchable domain name, 
“organictreefruit.org” and OTFA staff is continually working on keeping content fresh and 
finding ways to promote our member farms as well as help consumers access organic fruit.  
 
*With the transition to our new website, we have used Google Analytics (free service) to track 
website visits. Google Analytics summarizes web usage that differs from how mosesorganic.org 
tracks visits. 
While we do not have specific site usage/page beyond the Main page, we can track how many 
new visitors have found our site, returning visitors, how many pages they visit and how much 
time they are spending visiting our website. When we launched our website in January, 2011 and 
through May 2012 we continued to see an increase in new visits (62%) and returning members 
(37%). 
 
These results will help us assess and develop website tools and content that retains new site 
visitors and continues to attract new visitors. We will continue to develop our website so that it is 
an engaging and useful tool for growers in terms of research, education and marketing, and 
eaters interested finding organic orchards. 
 
Growers continually express interest in learning more about what other growers are doing in 
their orchards. In response, OTFA staff continues to invite grower members from different 
regions to contribute to our newsletter, offering field notes and updates on their orchards. 
 
Target 4 (adjusted): Organic Tree Fruit Research Program: identify through Grower Survey 
interested research participants, compiling results and identify growers and researchers with full 
Research Catalogue online by the 2nd quarter of 2012. 
OTFA seeks to source project funding 
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Performance measure:  By August 2012, the number of potential farm research sites, the number 
of relevant research projects as well as the number of research scientists interested in 
participating in multi-state research will be primary indicators of the program's success. In years 
to follow, the effectiveness of the Research Catalogue and the Research Program will be 
measured by the number, scope, and relevance of actual organic tree fruit research projects 
taking place in the region as well as the accessibility/applications of results to growers.   
 
Five promising organic tree fruit research projects identified and pursued for funding. 
 
Baseline: Currently, there is very little collaboration among researchers across different states, 
institutions, organizations and agencies who are working on organic tree fruit management 
research specific to a humid, temperate climate.  
 
Outcomes & Lessons Learned: The research portion of the project has presented a greater 
challenge than anticipated. While we were able to identify organic oriented orchardists interested 
in participating in research projects, and were able to identify many researchers interested or 
involved in projects related to organic production, researchers were reluctant to commit to being 
listed in the catalog. In addition, another national project to connect researchers is currently 
underway through the Organic Farming Research Foundation. 
 
As a result, a full Research Catalogue that serves the function of identifying both growers and 
researchers presented a greater challenge and was not completed within the life cycle of the 
grant. We hope to continue to be involved in the national project and expect that it will achieve a 
similar purpose, perhaps with greater results than we could have accomplished ourselves. Our 
efforts to identify and fund 5 research projects did not happen as we originally intended. We 
found that we were most successful in collaborating with other organizations pursuing research 
interest to our community. Projects, lead partners, and project status are listed below: 
 

 Native Pollinator Habitat project – Xerces Society – in first year of research.  
 Heritage variety suitability for northern climates and community education – 
University of MN Duluth – not funded 

 
OTFA grower members are also actively involved in other on-farm research (supported by Ceres 
Trust)  
 
These other projects include:  
 
Michigan State University, “Integrating organic apple and pork production to benefit pest 
management and grower profitability.”  Matthew J. Grieshop, Principal Investigator.  Three 
years. $177,446. Gene Member of Organic Tree Fruit Association and hosted a field day at his 
farm in August 2012 to share highlights and lessons learned from research. 

 
Michigan State University, “Organic production of fruit crops under high tunnels.”  John 
Biernbaum, Principal Investigator.  Three years. $171,473. Pie cherries, sweet cherries and apple 
tree nursery –OTFA members in Michigan were involved in this study and OTFA wrote a letter 
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of support.  
 

Krista Buehrer, Michigan State University, $9,789, “Potential of Organic Hogs as a Tool for 
Post-Harvest Orchard Floor Sanitation and Pest Management.”  Prof. Matthew J. Grieshop, 
Faculty Adviser. Gene Garthe Farm. OTFA Field Day in August 2012 at Garthe Farms 
disseminated research findings to the group. 
 
Challenges in meeting performance targets were due to a variety of factors including:  
 

 Proposals submitted that would have involved growers in research and education were 
not funded. 

 Researchers express interest in working with growers, however, needed time to further 
develop working relationships with colleagues before reaching out to growers. 

 OTFA lost its part-time coordinator in October 2011 and did not hire a replacement until 
mid-April 2012. This person's responsibilities include interfacing with researchers and 
helping facilitate connections and potential research projects that address the needs of 
Midwestern growers who could and should benefit from on-farm multi-state testing. 

 
Despite the challenges of developing a research catalogue and securing partners and funding to 
pursue on-farm research, OTFA remains committed to supporting organic tree fruit research that 
considers the unique conditions the Midwest/humid regions of the U.S. Present. It is worth 
highlighting strides made over the past two years toward identifying research topics of interest to 
growers, as well as strides made in facilitating connections and relationships with researchers 
interested in working with growers. These include: 
 

Results from the 2010 and 2012 Grower Survey helped to identify not only research 
topics of interest to growers but also specific growers who are willing to participate. A 
total of 46 growers are currently listed; 15 are certified organic, 12 are in transition to 
organic certification and 18 use organic practices but are not certified, and 1 utilizes low 
input conventional practices. Twelve states, a broad cross-section of the humid regions in 
the United States, are represented: Indiana, Illinois, Iowa, Maine, Maryland, Michigan, 
Minnesota, Missouri, Montana, New York, Ohio and Wisconsin. Furthermore, 25 
researchers from land grant university programs and research stations in ten states who 
have promising project or programs in relevant areas (topics of interest to growers and 
with direct application), such as Integrated Pest Management, disease management 
strategies, cultivar development, heritage variety preservation, organic production 
systems, and pollinator habitat restoration were identified. 
 

OTFA members participated in a Fire blight task force, providing input to the National Organic 
Standards Board. The working group included OTFA Board President, Jackie Hoch, David 
Granatstein, Washington State University, and Matt Grieshop, Michigan State University, with 
members from across the country, including small and large growers, university researchers, and 
consultants. Information on the work group and some of the documents it has produced can be 
found at http://www.tfrec.wsu.edu/pages/organic/fireblight. 

 

http://www.tfrec.wsu.edu/pages/organic/fireblight
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OTFA had a presence at the International Organic Tree Fruit Research Symposium in 
June of 2012 and shared challenges and opportunities for working with organic growers 
in the Midwest.  Researchers present expressed interested in issues, but needed more time 
to do more consolidation of ideas amongst their colleagues as well as source funding. 
OTFA member Jim Koan, presented his findings of on-farm production of nursery crops 
in high tunnels during the symposium.  
 
A listing of research currently being conducted in the Midwest is posted on our website: 
organictreefruit.org. We plan to continue to highlight current research our grower 
members are involved with on our website as well as our newsletter. 
 
We also will continue to connect with other researchers and at the very least, link to other 
organic tree fruit web databases such as the Washington State University Tree Fruit 
Research Center, the Organic Farming Research Foundation, and the University of 
Vermont OrganicA - a resource for organic apple production 
http://www.uvm.edu/~organica/ 
 
OTFA wrote a letter of support for on-farm direct marketing research of lesser known 
organic fruit crops being conducted by three of its grower members' farms in Wisconsin. 
This project was funded through the NC SARE Farmer Rancher Grant program and 
began in 2012.  

 
Lessons Learned: In all cases, current and completed on-farm research projects that were 
successful provided reasonable incentive and compensation to growers involved, growers 
were/are actively involved in providing feedback, not only with evaluating results, but also in the 
research design, and results of the research had direct application to growers and were shared 
through multiple venues (presentations, field days, newsletter articles, website etc.).  
 
In particular, the Xerces pollinator research project is an example for what OTFA is striving for 
in helping further participatory research with growers and researchers. The research 
institution/organization (Xerces) extends an invitation to OTFA to partner, OTFA provides 
feedback to the research organization concerning research goals, methodology and ensure there 
is a direct application to growers involved, and the research model can be replicated/serve as a 
model for other farms, the research organization extends an invitation to OTFA grower members 
through OTFA. Results are shared with the broader OTFA/organic tree fruit community through 
our grower network, field day discussions, website, and newsletters. 

 
SUSTAINABILITY BEYOND THE LIFE CYCLE OF THE GRANT 
 
Support from this grant enabled us to incorporate as a professional grower association, launch 
new education and outreach initiatives, expand and leverage our impact and reach, connect with 
researchers and organizations involved with organic orchard research, and determine what's 
working and ways we might do more of it. 
 
Where do we grow from here? A combination of completing project goals, lessons learned from 

http://organictreefruit.org/
http://ofrf.org/research
http://www.uvm.edu/~organica/
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activities, and transitioning staff enabled the OTFA Board and its grower members to reflect on 
priorities, needs, and projects to continue beyond the life-cycle of this grant. OTFA Board 
President facilitated an on-line discussion with our membership to help guide the future direction 
of our organization. After great discussion and input from our members, our organization goals 
for 2012 and moving forward include: 
 

 Offer member services that we can self-fund.  For example, use member dues, 
workshop fees, and event sponsorship to continue publication of on-line newsletter, fact 
sheets, and membership materials, promote member farms through website listing, manage 
website and member list serve. 
 
 Maintain and enhance website features to support marketing and promotion of 
member farms, as well as highlight current research and relevant information for organic 
orchardists in the Midwest. 
 
 Use funds from member and workshop fees to coordinate a summer tour, winter 
meeting and events around the Midwest Organic Farming Conference—support outreach 
for grower members who host tours on their farms, self-organize gatherings around topics 
of interest to them/other growers in their regions, and continue to help facilitate networking 
opportunities with other organizations. 
 
 Board and committee members will continue to advocate for organic tree fruit issues 
and research – this would occur on a volunteer basis and be based on availability. 
 
 Explore expanding to other regions in future years. 

 
OTFA will continue to have a strong role in facilitating grower to grower education and outreach 
through sponsorship of field days and the seminars in conjunction with the Organic Farming 
Conference in La Crosse, WI as well as Great Lakes Fruit and Vegetable Expo in Michigan. 
These events draw thousands of participants, primarily farmers each year. We will also continue 
to host learning environments for growers to share what's working in their orchards as well as 
challenges, alongside providing outreach support to growers who wish to 'self-organize' around 
topics of interest to them such as the NE Iowa growers who are meeting regularly to discuss 
holistic orchard management and tour each other's farms.  Growers also continue to organize a 
Scion exchange in conjunction with our annual member meeting which further demonstrates the 
importance of grower to grower education and ways in which OTFA helps facilitate these 
opportunities. We are also committed to hosting seminars in conjunction with the annual Organic 
Farming Conference. These events are self-sustaining through a combination of membership and 
workshop fees. 
 
OTFA Board, committees and staff will continue to engage grower members in 
discussion/planning this fall and winter to determine what we are able to prioritize and can 
commit to doing in the areas research and education, outreach, and membership services. 
 
We anticipate our membership to continue to grow in Minnesota and throughout the Midwest. As 
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a result of this project we are able to be the go-to organization for grower education around 
organic tree fruit management/orchard care and a key stakeholder in helping connect researchers 
with growers. Overall, support from this grant project has enabled us to pilot and launch new 
initiatives, develop as a professional organization, and determine which projects, such as our 
newsletter, field days and seminars, reflect trends and needs of organic fruit tree growers in the 
Midwest and can be sustained beyond the life cycle of this grant. 
 
CONTACT: 
 
Jackie Hoch, OTFA Board President 
email: jackie@hochorchard.com Phone: 507-643-6329 
 
Erin Schneider, Coordinator 
email: e.schneider.hilltopfarm@gmail.com Phone: 608-257-6729 
 
ADDITIONAL INFORMATION 
 
Provide additional information available (i.e. publications, websites, photographs) that is not 
applicable to any of the prior sections. 
 
Please see attached Membership Brochure, sample of Just Picked; sample promotional field day 
post card, “Organic Certification” and “Organic Orchard Disease & Pest Management” Fact 
Sheets. 
 
Please link to our website: http://organictreefruit.org  
 
We also have a member’s only Google group as well as our general Network List Serve. 
 
 
Project G  
Project Title 
Bringing More Healthy Locally Grown Produce into Minnesota Health Care Institutions 
Institute for Agricultural and Trade Policy 
Project Summary 
As places of healing, hospitals have a natural incentive to provide food that’s healthy for people and the 
environment in which we live. Over the last 5 years, hospitals in Minnesota and nationwide have 
become increasingly interested in the relationship between the food they serve and how its production, 
packaging and distribution can positively or negatively impact the health of their patients, staff and the 
broader community. The growing problem of obesity has also contributed to hospital interest in 
increasing patient, staff and visitor access to fresh, local and sustainably produced food.  
 
Like many institutions, most hospital food purchases tend to come from locales around the globe and 
are unloaded from the back of a tractor trailer onto their loading dock. Their supplier and distributor 
relationships are largely determined by alliances with group purchasing organizations and food service 
contractors. Many purchase mostly pre-cut produce to avoid labor costs or deal with a lack of prep 
space. Despite these challenges, many opportunities still exist for Minnesota hospitals to bring fresh, 

mailto:jackie@hochorchard.com
mailto:e.schneider.hilltopfarm@gmail.com
http://organictreefruit.org/
http://yahoo.com/group/organictreefruits/
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Minnesota-grown fruits, vegetables and other specialty crops through their doors and into their kitchens 
as well as employee kitchens. 
 
Through the implementation of this project we sought to: 
 
• Increase hospital purchase of Minnesota grown specialty crops via distributors and direct purchase. 
• Increase sales of Minnesota farmers’ CSA shares by working with health care institutions to serve as 

CSA drop sites, making the acquisition of healthy food grown on Minnesota farms more convenient 
for their staff. 

• Build institutional markets for Minnesota farmers and assist beginning, socially disadvantaged and 
limited resource farmers in developing the tools and skills they need to access those markets. 

• Raise awareness of the benefits of health care institutions purchasing from Minnesota farmers. 
• Provide tools and models to continue to build on our successes. 
 

Project Approach 
On-line surveys; follow-up phone calls and in-person meetings with hospital purchasers; distributors; 
and other stakeholders were used to determine baseline values for hospital purchase of Minnesota 
specialty crops; identify barriers and issues; set goals for purchase of local, sustainably produced 
specialty crops during a set period of time (May 1 through October 31); assist with development and 
implementation of strategies for individual hospitals and farmer sales to hospitals; and track lessons 
learned. These methods were also used to determine the extent to which hospitals and other health 
institutions were already acting as drop sites for CSA shares as well as hospital and farmer interest in 
growing this model in 2010 and beyond. 
 

Goals and Outcomes Achieved 
 
PROJECT GOAL: To improve the profitability of Minnesota Farms by expanding the purchase and 
consumption of local, sustainably produced specialty crops by Minnesota health care institution 
patients, employees and visitors. 
 
Performance Measure: Number of Minnesota health care institutions in targeted regions that report 
purchasing local and sustainably produced fruits, vegetables and other edible specialty crops grown by 
Minnesota farmers 
Benchmark: Develop baseline for targeted regions 
Results: Approximately 68 percent (21 of 31) of the 
respondents to our survey reported that they had 
intentionally purchased and served Minnesota 
grown fruit, herbs, honey, maple syrup or vegetables 
in 2009. (Nationally, 52 percent of hospitals 
surveyed reported purchasing local produce at least 
some of the time in 2009.) Seventy percent of 
respondents reported purchasing these products via 
their distributor(s), and 35 percent reported buying 
Minnesota specialty crops directly from a Minnesota 
farmer or farm cooperative. There is overlap 

http://www.foodservicedirector.com/images/pdf/FSD-2010-Hospital-Census-Report.pdf
http://www.foodservicedirector.com/images/pdf/FSD-2010-Hospital-Census-Report.pdf
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between these percentages, because sometimes, the institution did both. Most commonly purchased 
crops were: apples, corn, tomatoes, cucumbers, bell peppers, potatoes, and winter squash. 
 

Performance Measure: Health care institutions commit to tracking purchases, work toward increases 
and demonstrate a continued commitment beyond grant period via goal setting and plan development   
Benchmark: Develop baseline for targeted regions 
Target: Average of one per region where we are working 
 
Results: Three hospitals committed to participation in this part of our project and followed through until 
the end: two hospitals in the Twin Cities metro and one hospital in western Minnesota. Through the 
survey we identified 21 respondents that were that were “somewhat” to “very” interested in working 
with us. Through a process of follow-up calls, emails and in-person meetings six hospitals/ health 
systems agreed to work with their regional contact at IATP, ISF or LSP to begin to determine their actual 
2009 baseline for Minnesota grown specialty crop purchases and to track purchases and work to 
increase by 10 percent minimum their 2010 purchases. Three of these hospitals dropped out due to 
time constraints and, perhaps more importantly difficulty getting the information needed from the 
distributor used by all three.   
 

Answer Options 
Very 

interested 
  

Somewhat 
interested 

  
Not at all 
interested 

Response 
Count 

...fruits, herbs, honey, maple 
syrup or vegetables? 

9 3 9 4 4 29 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Performance Measure: Develop system for monitoring the amount of food purchased from Minnesota 
farms. 
Benchmark: Develop baseline 
Target: System developed and two hospitals committed to using it. 
Results: Prior to this project, hospitals did not seem to be 
tracking this data in any formal way. Survey respondents 
were asked to indicate via a range how much they had 
spent in 2009 (see chart). They were also told they could 
estimate, since we were concerned that respondents 
would just skip it or not complete the survey if they felt 
they had to do research. Since we did not ask them to 
indicate whether their response was based on actual data 

Overall, how interested is your facility in working with us and receiving assistance in benchmarking and working 
to increase purchases in 2010 of MINNESOTA grown… (Please make a choice for each category listed.) 
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or an estimate, we have to assume that they were estimating.  
 
At least two of the hospitals participating in the tracking portion of the project later confirmed that they 
had made educated guesses based on partial data from previous years. Thus, efforts were made to 
determine the actual 2009 baseline for these hospitals as part of the tracking project. 
 
A set of Excel spreadsheets were developed to document each participating hospitals 2009 baseline and 
to track 2010 purchase of Minnesota grown specialty crops by product type, dollar value, volume and as 
a percentage of all specialty crops purchased during the same period.1 When possible additional data 
was gathered to compare products purchased with products available. These spreadsheets were 
predominantly used by project partners to track data on behalf of the hospital--in part to assure the 
accuracy of the data given several complicating factors and until a simpler system could be devised. 
These forms were also used as the basis for creating a PDF version that one hospital preferred to print 
out and enter data by hand. 
 

Performance Measure: Increase the amount of food purchased from Minnesota farms during the course 
of the project. 
Benchmark: Develop baseline  
Target:  Minimum of 10 percent over baseline, goal of 25 percent over baseline 
Results: Given the range of amounts used in the survey and difficulty getting information needed from 
distributors to establish actual purchases between 5/1-10/31/2009, the data gathered this year 
between 5/1-10/31 will have to serve as the baseline for future years. Also, for this reason we just asked 
hospital participants to “maximize” purchase of Minnesota grown specialty crops, by doing it this way 
we have likely set the bar higher for future years. (See chart on next page.) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Participant MN Grown 2009  
(est. from survey) 

MN Grown  
5/1-10/31/2010 

(actual) 

Total all specialty 
crop purchases 
5/1-10/31/2010 

(actual) 

% MN Grown Source of MN 
Grown Items 

Hospital A $5,000-$9,999 $9,1532 $124,142 7.37%3 Bix Produce 

                                                            
1 Since the project was scheduled to end before the end of 2010, hospital participants were not indentified until 
March, and Minnesota’s growing season does not really get going until May or June, the baseline and tracking 
period was designated as May 1 to October 31st. 
2 Hospital A purchased a nominal amount of Minnesota grown produce via Sysco and considerably more produce 
than what is reflected here, but dollars values were excluded from the Sysco reports and cannot be listed. 
3 If produce purchases from Sysco were factored in, this percentage would be lower though hard to say by how 
much.  
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Hospital B $1,000-$4,999 $1,677 $13,290 12.62% Sysco, Bix Produce 

Hospital C $1-$499 $342 $2,597 13.16% Three farms 

 
Performance Measure: Expand the number of CSA drop sites at hospitals in targeted regions 
Benchmark: Develop baseline 
Target: Increase by two hospitals 
Results: Three hospitals reported that they had hosted a CSA drop site in 2009, two of which IATP 
assisted in starting. At least two of these hospitals were working with Wisconsin CSAs, since they had 
available shares at the time the hospitals were looking. In addition to these drop sites at least one other 
hospital, Regions Hospital in St. Paul hosted a CSA in 2009 as part of a Health Partners study. In 2010, 
LSP worked with one hospital in western Minnesota to pilot a CSA drop site with a beginning Minnesota-
based CSA farmer. IATP provided assistance to a Twin Cities-based health system that piloted CSA drop 
sites at three separate locations-one hospital and two office locations. Shares were only made available 
to employees at two of the locations, but one office location opened the drop-site to non-employees. 
They partnered with two farms: one in Minnesota and one in Wisconsin. They plan to continue these 
drop sites and possibly expand to other sites in 2011. They did not have very good feedback on one of 
the farms they worked with and will use the list of CSA farms interested in adding Twin Cities’ area drop 
sites that we developed this year to look for a replacement. There were a few hospitals interested in 
adding CSA drop sites this year in the other regions where we worked, but they did not work out. (See 
Lessons Learned.) Staff at LSP and ISF continued to communicate with these facilities over the course of 
this year and plans are in the works for 2011. Also, one Duluth-area ended up hosting a weekly farmers’ 
market and one Minneapolis hospital setup a “mini’ farmers market in lieu of being a CSA drop site. 
 
Performance Measure: Establish baseline of number of shares being sold 
Benchmark: Develop baseline 
Target: Complete baseline survey 
Results: One of the two hospitals that IATP worked with in 2009 started small with 10 shares because 
availability was restricted and they did not want to work with multiple CSAs. Most shares were split 
between two employees. The other hospital that we worked with in 2009 started with 10 shares each 
from two different CSAs and had two drop locations. It is our understanding that these relationships 
continued this year, though a change in food service contractors made communication challenging. The 
CSA drop site that LSP helped to establish in western Minnesota started small with a four-share drop, 
two of which were purchased by the hospital to use in meal preparation. A total of 70 full and half 
shares were purchased from the two farms supporting the health system pilot (18 at office site A, 33 at 
the hospital site and 19 at office site B). 
 
 
 
 
Beneficiaries 
This project has had numerous beneficiaries. It has enabled IATP and its project partners, ISF and LSP, to 
both broaden and deepen its relationships with Minnesota hospitals so that we can accomplish even 
more. Hopefully, our hospital partners have learned what they need to know to continue to expand 
their purchases of Minnesota grown specialty crops whether they buy them through a distributor or 
direct from farms. As we share the data gathered and lessons learned from this project over the coming 
months, we anticipate that many more of Minnesota’s 151 hospitals will find ways to increase their 
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support of Minnesota farmers whether through purchasing them for use in their kitchens or making it 
easier for employees to purchase CSA shares and increase their consumption of fresh produce. 
Distributors such as Sysco and Bix Produce have likely learned more about what their health care 
customers need in order to maximize purchase of Minnesota specialty crops and track their purchases in 
reports.  
 
While hospitals vary considerably in the number of meals served each day, Minnesota’s larger hospitals 
serve between 500,000 and 1 million meals a year on average to patients, staff and visitors. They are 
open 365 days a year and have a consistent need for produce and other food items. Shifting even just a 
small percentage of their purchases by maximizing purchase of seasonally available produce could have 
tremendous benefits for Minnesota’s farmers. Minnesota hospitals employ 108,000 people, an average 
of 715 staff per hospital. If each Minnesota hospital acted as a CSA drop site and just 20 new CSA shares 
were purchased and delivered to each location, annual Minnesota CSA farm revenue would increase by 
more than $1.5 million dollars. 
 
Lessons Learned 
We learned quite a lot during this project that we will continue to share with Minnesota’s hospitals and 
Minnesota’s farmers in the coming months.  
 
Purchasing and tracking purchase of Minnesota grown specialty crops: 

• There doesn’t seem to be much of a market for maple syrup in health care food service. One of 
the three hospitals we worked with on an individual basis purchases about $800 worth of honey 
annually (not a lot for a hospital that serves more than one million meals each year). They were 
interested in getting small containers to put on tables in the cafeteria, but no Minnesota 
“grown” honey was available through their distributors and they cannot buy direct from farms. 
One distributor carried honey that is processed in Minnesota, but the processor buys honey 
from all over the world and blends it. Another hospital we worked with said they do not buy 
much honey or maple syrup. Other than that just a few survey respondents said that they buy 
Minnesota grown honey and maple syrup and only seem to do so infrequently. 

• Hospital food service and procurement staff are very busy and can find it very challenging to do 
the extra work needed to change long engrained purchasing habits, to adapt menus to take 
advantage of seasonal items, to communicate preferences to distributors, to learn what to ask 
for in reports, analyze purchasing data and more. Of the three hospitals that participated in the 
tracking project, one had tried a few different times to get what they needed from their produce 
distributor, but was only successful when provided hands on assistance through this project; 
one was already inclined to buy more local produce, knew quite a bit about how to get it 
through their distributor and was only too happy to maximize purchases and share experiences; 
and one had already been buying on a limited basis from a local farm and was happy to work to 
do more.  

• Based on our hospital survey, distributor survey and work with individual hospitals, we have 
concluded that there were only two distributors serving surveyed Minnesota hospitals (Bix 
Produce and Sysco) that really make an effort to buy from local growers, identify these products 
in ordering systems, market them to their customers and have systems in place to provide 
reports  
to their health care customers on what Minnesota grown items were purchased. Since two of 
the three hospitals we worked with on an individual basis used these distributors, they were in a 
much better position to succeed in the benchmarking part of our project.  
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Hospitals that relied predominantly on/contracted with one of the other major distributors 
made little headway. For instance, three Duluth-area hospitals/health systems committed 
initially to the tracking phase of our project, but in the end one unresponsive distributor (same 
one for all three) thwarted their success. For example, multiple requests for purchasing data 
from the distributor were not provided, even though the distributor was working under contract 
to the institution. Information on Minnesota grown foods provided by the distributor was not 
clear or potentially erroneous. This same distributor was unresponsive to numerous attempts to 
include them in the distributor survey conducted by IATP as part of this project. Hospitals using 
this particular distributor will likely need to renegotiate their contract to allow for more off 
contract purchases or change distributors to be successful in the future. Having hospitals go 
through the motions to try to get this data provides a valuable learning experience that can help 
lead to change in the long run either by having the distributor respond to demand or through 
contracting changes. 
 

• Supplier/distributor loyalty can help or hinder a hospital’s efforts to source Minnesota grown 
produce. If their preferred distributor already provides Minnesota grown produce hospitals are 
generally happy to try to buy more as long as prices are similar to non-local or can be 
accommodated and other conditions are met such as pre-processing, etc. On the other hand, 
longstanding relationships and sometimes friendships between the buyer and seller can 
influence a hospital’s willingness or ability to hold the distributor accountable or buy from 
others. Change may only occur with turnover in staff, food service management or C-suite 
engagement and prioritization of local foods procurement. 

• At least one of the hospital tracking partners found that in most instances the Minnesota 
produce was less expensive than non-local options. Exceptions to this included tomatoes and 
Honeycrisp apples. 

 
Starting a hospital-based CSA drop site: 

• There are almost as many models for setting up a hospital-based CSA drop site as there are 
variations between CSAs. Two have been established by the food service contractors at 
Minnesota hospitals and three were set up by hospital staff as part of an employee wellness 
program. At least one, stores the shares in a hospital cooler until they are picked up by staff. 
Most others drop them in a central, non refrigerated location and require staff to pick them up 
by a prescribed time. Some only want to deal with one farm, others are open to more. It helps 
to have at least one staff person involved who knows what a CSA share is, has purchased one in 
the past, and is excited about starting a drop-site, but it is not necessary. Most only want to 
allow employees to purchase shares, but at least one is open to non-employees. 

• While hospital-based CSA drop sites have been known to get setup very quickly and with little 
red tape, this isn’t always the case. Early in our project one hospital expressed interest in 
supporting a drop off site for a local CSA food box program. The nutrition service staff was highly 
supportive, had researched available CSA shares and had drafted a memo to staff. However, the 
initiative was quickly stopped by the marketing department because as Food and Nutrition staff 
reported, “they wanted to know what process we use to evaluate and choose the CSA”. Staff 
further reported, “I believe it was a means to stop the program because they did not understand 
it”.  It became clear that more time was needed to do internal education and build support for 
the idea so the food box program was dropped for 2010, but planning began in mid-November 
for 2011.  
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• A number of CSA farms were interested in adding hospital-based drop sites, more than there 
was actually demand for this year, but there information has been shared with hospitals in the 
areas where they expressed interest and some are reaching out directly to hospitals on their 
own. 
 

• While some CSA farms like to have several drop sites and avoid having all or most of their shares 
dropped in one place, at least one CSA farm has approached a hospital with an offer to 
essentially adopt his farm (100 shares). Those who purchase a share would essentially get to 
decide what they grow and possibly extra benefits. 

 
Contact Person 
Marie Kulick 
612-824-4388 
mkulick@iatp.org 
 

Additional Information 
We commented on this project in our blog. Below is the link that includes our commentary related to 
this project and other follow-up materials for publication. 
http://iatp.typepad.com/thinkforward/2010/12/hospitals-support-minnesota-farmers-purchase-locally-
grown-produce.html 

 

Project H 

FINAL REPORT 
USDA Specialty Crop Block Grant Program 2009 – Minnesota 
Sub-project: Specialty Crop Enterprise Management 2010  
 
PROJECT SUMMARY 

The purpose of this project was to enhance the competitiveness of six target specialty crops: fresh 
market apples, berries, grapes, pumpkins, sweet corn and assorted/mixed vegetables and to 
increase the overall competitiveness of specialty crop production in the state. 
 

This project built on an effort supported by the 2008 Specialty Crop Block Grant-FB Program by 
expanding the number of growers participating and focusing on specialty crops that our project 
partners identified as are particularly popular and promising.  

 

 

PROJECT APPROACH 

 

http://iatp.typepad.com/thinkforward/2010/12/hospitals-support-minnesota-farmers-purchase-locally-grown-produce.html
http://iatp.typepad.com/thinkforward/2010/12/hospitals-support-minnesota-farmers-purchase-locally-grown-produce.html
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This award provided scholarships for 47 different specialty crop growers to work one-on-one with 
farm business management instructors. Participants learned to keep and use quality records in 
order to make sound business management decisions for their farming operations.  They received 
year-end analyses useful for tax preparation, discussions with lenders and enterprise planning.  In 
return, participants provided their data, stripped of all identifying characteristics, for inclusion in a  
public farm financial database.  In addition, outreach and education efforts at meetings and 
conferences held by the Minnesota Fruit and Vegetable Growers Association, Minnesota Grape 
Growers Association, and Sustainable Farming Association of Minnesota sought to improve the 
financial management literacy of additional specialty crop growers in the state.  

 

The Minnesota Department of Agriculture (MDA) administered the project and subcontracts, 
publicized the project through media placement of news stories (commercial media as well as 
grower organization newsletters) placed purchased advertising to attract participants, created a 
banner display and brochures about the project which were used at events such as the Minnesota 
Fruit and Vegetable Growers Association Annual Conference, Midwest Cold Climate (Grape) 
Conference, Minnesota Organic Conference, Minnesota Grown Conference, and Minnesota 
Agriculture Educators Conference. 

 

The MDA also administered feedback surveys to FBM scholarship recipients in order to assess their 
satisfaction with the program and its impacts on their farming operations and collect suggestions 
for how to improve its usefulness to specialty crop growers. A total of 31 growers returned the 
survey for a response rate of 63%.  Their responses are summarized in the Goals and Outcomes 
Achieved section and detailed in this report’s appendix.   In addition, we surveyed participating 
instructors in order to learn about their expectations, experiences and opinions, with a view toward 
improving the program and its ability to benefit as many growers as possible.  Specifically, we 
wanted to know what financial management topics they consider most important for specialty 
crops growers and what resources or approaches would help FBM instructors be more effective in 
working with this population.  The response rate was 72%. This data is also provided in the 
appendix. 

 

In addition to work directly with growers of the targeted specialty crops, the project sponsored four 
educational sessions to enhance financial literacy of specialty crop growers: 

 

A breakout session entitled: “Intro to Business and Financial Management for Specialty Crop 
Growers” was held at the Minnesota Fruit and Vegetable Growers Annual Conference on, January 
21, 2010 as part of a business and marketing educational track.  Two FBM instructors delivered the 
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session.  The total number of breakout participants was not recorded.  Participant feedback is 
reported in the Goals and Outcomes Achieved section below. 

 

A seminar entitled “Establishing a Commercial Vineyard – Costs and Expected Income,” was held by 
the Minnesota Grape Growers Association on April 17, 2010. Iowa State University Extension 
Viticulture Specialist Mike White teach the seminar.  A total of 57 people registered; 70 people 
attended.  Participant feedback is reported in the Goals and Outcomes Achieved section below. 

 

Two breakout sessions, “Keys to a Good Recordkeeping System” and “Assessing your True Cost of 
Production” breakout sessions were held at the Sustainable Farming Association of Minnesota’s  
annual conference on February 19, 2011. More than 75 participants attended these sessions.  
Participant feedback is reported in the Goals and Outcomes Achieved section below. 

 

In order to increase the capacity of farm business management instructors to serve this clientele 
(many instructors have extensive experience with field crop and/or livestock production, but not 
with specialty crops), we conducted outreach to farm business management (FBM) instructors at 
three professional development workshops that emphasized financial considerations related to 
specialty crop production.  These workshops were offered by MnSCU and partially funded by a 
State of Minnesota Department of Agriculture grant, not with SCBG dollars. At these events, 
instructor Thaddeus McCamant provided peer training about special considerations of these kinds 
of enterprises and project director Meg Moynihan provided an overview of the program and 
promoted the availability of assistance to specialty crop students.  At one location, a participating 
specialty crop grower spoke to the instructors as well. The number of instructors who recruited 
one or more specialty crop students into the program subsequently jumped from six to 19.  

 

An additional educational session was presented by specialty crop farmer/enrolled participant 
Laura Frerichs at the 2011 Minnesota Agriculture Technology Conference. This session was held on 
an effort to increase farm business management instructors’ knowledge about and comfort with 
specialty crop operations. This session was not evaluated.  

 

Dr. McCamant also created and distributed a fact sheet about economic and financial considerations 
of specialty crop production. McCamant works for Minnesota State Colleges and Universities, one of 
the major project partners, at its Northland College campus. He has shared this fact sheet with other 
instructors and reports he has used it when speaking to grower groups in and outside of Minnesota.  
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The following partners played important roles in accomplishing the project’s activities and 
objectives: 

 

Minnesota State Colleges and Universities (MnSCU)– Dean Del Lecy and several FBM instructors 
participated on the project steering team. Dean Lecy also served as liaison between the project 
administrator/team and instructors enrolling and delivering education.  Nineteen FBM instructors 
were directly involved in delivering FBM education to the 47 enrolled specialty crop growers 

 

Center for Farm Financial Management (CFFM) – Assistant director Dale Nordquist participated 
on the project steering team. Through a subcontract arrangement, he and other CFFM staff revised 
analysis and reporting software to accommodate specialty crops, provided training and technical 
assistance to help instructors use the revised software, and oversaw review and publication of 
specialty crop farm and enterprise level data in the FINBIN database www.finbin.umn.edu. Dr. 
Nordquist also prepared data summaries and analyses.  

 

Minnesota Fruit and Vegetable Growers Association (MFVGA) – Executive Director Marilyn 
Johnson participated on the project steering team. Through a subcontract and other arrangements, 
the association publicized the project through newsletter articles and paid advertising, held a 
financial management educational at its 2010 annual conference (see above), and provided a booth 
space in the trade show associated with the conference.   

 

Minnesota Grape Growers Association (MGGA) – President Tom Martell contributed ideas to the 
project steering team and the association conducted outreach to its members through electronic 
communications and paid advertising in its newsletter. The MGGA also held a financial management 
education workshop in 2010 (see above). 

 

 

GOALS AND OUTCOMES ACHIEVED 

 

The following specific project goals were included in our project proposal.  
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Goal 1:   Benchmarking information regarding the comparative performance of the target specialty 
crop enterprises is available to 4,000 growers of the target crops, as well as to others. 

 

Target: Reportable data (minimum of 5 operations reporting) for at least three of the six target crops.  
This data is available to the public at www.finbin.umn.edu and in a summary report (see appendix). 

 Blueberries: http://www.finbin.umn.edu/FinB.dll/generate?RecId=216234 

Grapes: http://www.finbin.umn.edu/FinB.dll/generate?RecId=216235 

Pumpkins: http://www.finbin.umn.edu/FinB.dll/generate?RecId=216236 

Strawberries: http://www.finbin.umn.edu/output/215405.htm 

Sweet corn: http://www.finbin.umn.edu/FinB.dll/generate?RecId=216238 

Vegetables (assorted): http://www.finbin.umn.edu/FinB.dll/generate?RecId=216239 

 

Accomplishments and Outcomes:  The project exceeded its target, generating reportable financial 
data for five of the target crops: pumpkins (11 farms), raspberries (10 farms), strawberries (10 
farms), sweet corn (7 farms) and vegetables (5 farms). In addition, 2008-10 data is available for 
apples, blueberries, and grapes.   

 

 

Goal 2: 35 growers of the target specialty crops improve their understanding of financial 
management production efficiencies as a result of working with FBM instructors and using farm 
financial management software tools called FINPACK and FINBIN. 

 

Target: 75% or more participants who respond report that farm business management education has 
benefitted their farming 

 

Accomplishments and Outcomes:   The project exceeded its target, enrolling 47 different 
specialty crop farmers/farming operations, who improved their farm financial literacy as a result of 
this project through individual instruction by business management instructors. A smaller number 
(34) submitted reportable 2008-10 data (previously SCBG-funded work as well as the award on 
which we are reporting here). The disparity may be due, in part, to the fact that many of these farms 

http://www.finbin.umn.edu/
http://www.finbin.umn.edu/FinB.dll/generate?RecId=216234
http://www.finbin.umn.edu/FinB.dll/generate?RecId=216235
http://www.finbin.umn.edu/FinB.dll/generate?RecId=216236
http://www.finbin.umn.edu/output/215405.htm
http://www.finbin.umn.edu/FinB.dll/generate?RecId=216238
http://www.finbin.umn.edu/FinB.dll/generate?RecId=216239
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were new to recordkeeping and their records were not yet suitable for inclusion in the statewide 
database.  

 

In the program evaluation survey we administered to growers, more than 75% of respondents said 
they used what they’ve learned in FBM to make pricing or marketing decisions and to assess their 
profitability. More than half reported using it to monitor cash flow and/or make planting decisions. 
More than a third used it at tax time.  Nearly 90% rated the program “Extremely helpful” “very 
helpful” in terms of its impact on their farming operation to date.  

 

 

Goal 3: Educational sessions increase the financial literacy of specialty crop growers. 

 

Target: 75% of attendees say their understanding of financial concepts has improved. 

Accomplishments and Outcomes:  Three formal grower educational sessions on various financial 
management topics were held, reaching at least 150 growers. Participants indicated they found the 
sessions helpful.  

 

 1) Minnesota Fruit and Vegetable Growers Conference Financial Management breakout 
Unfortunately, the total number of attendees at this event was not recorded, but composite scores 
from session evaluations ranked information 4 out of 5 and usefulness of topic 4.1 out of 5 as well.  
The evaluations included comments such as: 

 

“Very knowledgeable speakers – looking forward to having $ on specialty crops (rather than 
cows-n-corn) in future years.” 

 

“I thought the financial session would be a disinteresting topic, but it was not. Valuable info. 

 

 2) Minnesota Grape Growers Association seminar  

Evaluation forms submitted by 43 of the 70 attendees indicated 75% were “very satisfied” and 14% 
“satisfied” with the session. We think it is important to note that a solid majority (72%) said they 



83 

 

would adjust their business plan or marketing practice based on what they learned, indicating that 
the information presented was timely and immediately useful.  

 

3) Sustainable Farming Association of Minnesota breakouts 

More than 75 participants attended these sessions.  Evaluations were conducted for both.  All 
respondents (100%) rated the recordkeeping session as “good” or “excellent,” and 80% rated the 
cost of production session “good” or “excellent”  

Specific data was not collected by the partnering organizations that coordinated the educational 
sessions; the closest we can get was reporting attendee ratings on usefulness and applicability of 
the information, and, in the case of the Grape Growers’ event, likelihood of changing their business 
management practices as a result of what they learned. As described in the Lessons Learned section 
of the report, “Partner organizations and farm groups that coordinated and delivered the educational 
sessions all used different evaluation questions.”   
 

BENEFICIARIES 

 

Project beneficiaries included: 

 

47 growers of the targeted specialty crops who worked directly with FBM instructors to learn and 
apply farm financial management concepts in the context of their own farms. 

 

19 instructors who delivered farm business management education to specialty crop producers, 
expanding their knowledge about this sector and their ability to serve these types of agricultural 
operations. 

 

Approximately 150 growers who attended financial management education breakout sessions and 
seminars/workshops.  

 

An undetermined number of existing and potential specialty crop growers who can now access 
summary data financial and production data for five of this SCBG project’s target crops (at 
www.finbin.umn.edu. (Also see appendix.) 

 

http://www.finbin.umn.edu/
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Five collaborating organizations that received financial benefits (including salary support for 
project delivery, honoraria, funding for conferences, trade shows, advertising, and tuition) and non-
financial benefits (including organizational visibility, new professional collaborative relationships, 
and assistance achieving statutory and/or organizational mandates to serving the needs of diverse 
groups of agricultural producers in Minnesota). 

 

 

LESSONS LEARNED 

 

We learned a number of important lessons during the implementation of this project: 

 

1. The multiplicity of instructors and MnSCU campuses enrolled, as well as precautions 
put in place to protect participating growers’ anonymity and the confidentiality of their 
farm data made it difficult to monitor the number of operations who did and did not 
submit data for publication.  Midway through the project we recognized this problem 
and began to monitor enrollment and participation using a farm ID number so their 
data could be tracked and discussed by key project team members without 
compromising the growers’ anonymity. 

 
2. Partner organizations and farm groups that coordinated and delivered the educational 

sessions all used different evaluation questions. It might be advisable to define one or 
two standard and required evaluation questions when entering into sponsorship 
contracts for similar events in future.  

 
3. Leadership changes at one of the partner organizations disrupted the continuity of the 

project, creating a few small administrative challenges.  One solution might be to inform 
and engage the boards of directors when launching a partnership project such as this 
one – particularly for grower or other small organization partners. 

 

We have already used many of these lessons in preparing a proposal seeking additional resources 
to expand and improve certain aspects of this project.  

 

 

CONTACT PERSON 

Meg Moynihan, Project Director 
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651-201-6616 

meg.moynihan@state.mn.us  

 

 

ADDITIONAL INFORMATION 

 

Additional information is contained in the following appendix.  Please note:  some of these 
materials were included with the 2010 annual report. We are including them again in the interest of 
providing a comprehensive account of project activities and approaches in this final project report. 

Project I 

Developing Native and Native-European Hybrid Hazelnut  

Germplasm and Agronomics for Minnesota – University of Minnesota 

 

Project Summary 

The overall goal of this project is to develop a viable bush-type hazelnut industry in the Upper Midwest 
Region, based on either native Corylus americana or hybrids between C. americana and the European 
hazelnut, C. avellana.  Hazel nuts are a healthy and tasty human food, as well as a source of oil for 
cooking and cosmetics, and potentially for biofuel.  As perennials, hazelnut bushes provide the essential 
ecosystem services of cycling nutrients, conserving soil, building soil fertility, storing carbon, and 
protecting surface and groundwater quality more effectively than annual crops.  This project addressed 
the following key bottlenecks hindering the development of a regional hazelnut industry: 1) lack of 
consistent high quality germplasm; 2) lack of low-cost commercially appropriate propagation techniques; 
3) lack of recommendations on establishment and management methods; and 4) lack of grower 
knowledge of available management information.  This state-level Specialty Crop grant enabled us to 
start these long-term tasks while we secured longer-term funding at the federal level. 

 

Project Approach 

Although hybrid hazelnuts have been subject to breeding efforts since the 1930s, most hybrid hazelnuts 
currently available are open-pollinated and seed-propagated, which means that the vast majority of hybrid 
hazelnuts in our region originate from seed collected from select female plants with unknown male 
parentage.  This means that the superior genetics responsible for the outstanding yields of the mother 

mailto:meg.moynihan@state.mn.us
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plant are not consistently passed on to their progeny.  A few progeny may be like their parents or better; 
however, most will be inferior and they will all be different from each other.  Although diversity is an 
asset from an ecological standpoint, it is exceedingly challenging to manage a commercial crop with 
plants that are of vastly different sizes, with different ripening dates and different nut characteristics.  The 
lack of advanced varieties of regionally adapted and genetically predicable hazelnuts is thus the first 
bottleneck to the goal of developing a regional hazelnut industry.  Addressing this is our first objective. 

 

The second bottleneck is the lack of commercially viable methods of vegetative propagation.  Breeding 
for predictable genetics in seeds, as found in agronomic crops such as corn and soybeans, is impossible 
for perennial horticultural crops such as hazelnuts because of long generation times and barriers to self-
pollination.  This is why the majority of commercial horticultural crops are propagated vegetatively, 
which results in clones with identical genetics to their parents.  Vegetative methods include grafting for 
apples, stem cuttings for grapes, and layering for many ornamentals.  Mound layering is the most reliable 
method with hybrid hazelnuts thus far, but it is capable of producing only a few new plants per year from 
each mother plant, and thus will not be able to supply growers with the large numbers of clonal material 
needed for a commercial crop.  The development of more productive vegetative propagation methods for 
bush-type hazelnuts, such as stem cuttings and tissue culture, will thus be crucial to the development of a 
regional hazelnut industry, and is the second objective of our project   

 

Vegetative propagation also enables us to properly evaluate reputedly outstanding individual plants.  
Currently, selections have been based on observations of single plants, which may be performing well 
because of outstanding genetics, or because they happen to be growing under exceptionally good 
conditions, or because of an interaction between these two.  The truly outstanding plants are outstanding 
because of their genetics, not because of their environment.  Vegetative propagation methods help us 
distinguish between the two.  By cloning each candidate plant and placing it in triplicate in performance 
trials alongside other candidate plants, all managed uniformly, we can identify those plants that are best 
because of their genetics.  With performance trials in different locations with different conditions we can 
verify that the genetics stand up to different environmental demands. 

 

Conversely, in agronomic trials, to determine best management practices for growing hazelnuts, we want 
to be sure that the responses we observe to different agronomic treatments, such as variable rates of 
fertilizer, are due to those treatments, and not due to variable genetics.  Thus the development of 
vegetative propagation techniques capable of producing large numbers of clones will help in our third 
objective, which is to conduct agronomic trials in order to develop management recommendations for 
hazelnut growers, about such things as transplanting, weed control and fertilization.  Development of 
research based recommendations for hazelnuts in the Upper Midwest has, until now, been hampered by 
the lack of clonal material as well as the lack of resources for concerted research efforts.   
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Our fourth objective is to take the products of our other work (improved hazelnut varieties, and 
information on propagation and production) out to hazelnut growers and the public through outreach 
activities. 

 

Goals and Outcomes Achieved 

Objective 1:  Germplasm Improvement  

a. Hybrid Hazelnuts.  We well exceeded our goal to establish 60 genetic lines in triplicate at each of 
four performance trials:  in 2011 we added a fifth germplasm performance trial, near Tomahawk, WI, 
and added 14 new genetic lines to the existing four trials, which are at St. Paul, Lamberton and Lake 
City, Minnesota, and at Bayfield, Wisconsin.  Thus a total of 109 genetic lines of hybrid hazelnuts are 
now represented in the five trials.  In 2011 we also expanded the genetic base of our material by 
including a few lines from sources other than Badgersett Research Farm, including material from 
Grimo Nut Nursery in Ontario and St. Lawrence Nursery in New York.  In 2011 we also collected our 
first nut yield data from the oldest (layered in 2008) and most precocious plants in the trials.   

 

We expect to collect data for at least three years, preferably five, before selecting the best, which will 
either be disseminated to growers and/or used as parent material for controlled crosses to develop 
even better material.  To speed up the process, in fall 2012 we plan to plant out the nuts harvested 
from those sites which do not have other hazelnuts nearby (St. Paul and Lamberton) and which thus 
will have been pollinated only by plants that are potentially desirable.  We will keep track of the 
female parentage of these seedlings, which will be four years old by the time we have five years of 
yield data from their mother plants.  We will then cull progeny from undesirable mother plants and 
keep progeny from desirable plants for further evaluation.  Although the male parent will be 
unknown, we will know that it was at least good enough to have been included in the germplasm 
performance trials.  By doing this we will speed up our plant improvement program by four years. 

 

Starting in 2009 we attempted to inoculate each of the performance trials with Eastern Filbert Blight 
(EFB), in order to screen for EFB resistance.  The low-tech method we used is simply to tie segments 
of stems from infected plants to healthy plants.  However, it was difficult to get enough infected 
material to cover all of our plantings with this method.  (We don’t find many infected plants, which 
suggests that the material we are working with already has a high level of resistance, which is a good 
thing.)  Moreover, this method is only effective if the weather is rainy during the infective period in 
late April, which it has not been in recent years.  So in 2011 we switched to a method involving 
inoculating potted plants in humidity tents in the greenhouse, then transplanting these plants to the 
field.  Because EFB has a two year life cycle, will take several years before we know whether this 
worked. 

 

Lois Braun coordinated the performance trials, with help from student workers, experiment station 
personnel, and from Norm Erickson, who hosts one of the trials on his farm.  The Bayfield Wisconsin 
trial is coordinated by Jason Fischbach, the agriculture extension agent there.  The Tomahawk WI 
trial is coordinated by Mike Demchik a professor at U.W. Steven’s Point, and Kevin Burns, research 
coordinator at Treehaven, which is U.W.’s natural resource field school.  Hazelnut growers have 



88 

 

been instrumental in helping to identify what plants to include in the trials, and have sometimes 
helped with setting up and harvesting the mound layers.   

 

b. Corylus americana.  In July and August 2011 we identified 11 new stands of wild C. americana, and 
returned to the best 9 of the stands we identified in 2010.  At each site, plants with the best 
combination of nut load and nut quality were tagged and their locations noted with GPS coordinates.  
Visual assessments of yield were the initial “draw” to a plant, after which a few nuts were cracked to 
be sure they were filled out.  If they were blank, had defects or other undesirable qualities, such as 
exceptionally thick shells, they were rejected.  If the nuts proved to be of acceptable quality on 
cracking out, the bush was tagged for evaluation again next year.  If the nuts were mature, a few were 
collected for numeric nut quality evaluations in the lab, though timing visits to coincide with the 
narrow window of time after nuts mature but before they are predated by wildlife prevented us from 
harvesting every bush, which is complicated by variable maturation dates.  We visited some of the 
sites a second time to harvest late-maturing nuts.  In order to sample as many bushes as possible 
within this small time frame, we decided not to collect yield data, relying instead on subjective 
assessments of yield.  We will scout these 20 sites again in 2012, and make selections from them to 
add to the germplasm performance trials, along with approximately 20 C. americana identified by our 
colleagues in Wisconsin, for a total of approximately 40 new C. americana genotypes. 
 

In Minnesota, initial scouting, to identify sites with significant hazelnut populations, was done by Lois 
Braun, after consulting with DNR personnel and others about what locations would be productive.  
Follow-up scouting, to identify the best plants within each site, and to harvest nuts, was done with the 
help of two undergraduates.  Jason Fischbach and Mike Demchik coordinated the scouting for C. 
americana in Wisconsin. 

 

Objective 2:  Propagation Trials  

a. Hardwood cutting trials.  We have made progress in developing the hardwood stem cutting method, 
but work is still needed.  In 2010 we found that although only 24% of stem segments rooted, for every 
100 stems collected we obtained 87 rooted cuttings.  This is because each two- to four-foot long stem 
collected can be cut into multiple six- to eight-inch long segments.  This ratio of 87 new plants for 
each 100 stems collected is more productive than the 56% rooting success we have found for mound 
layering.  However survival during the transition from the high humidity rooting chambers to the 
greenhouse was only 66%.  Survival after transplanting to the field was better, at 89%.  Combining 
the two survival rates, overall survival was 59%, which is very low compared with survival for 
mound layers which is typically better than 95%.  Thus mound layering is still a slightly more 
productive propagation method of the two, with 53 viable plants for every 100 stems, as compared 
with 51 for stem cuttings.  There is room for improvement with the stem cuttings, especially during 
the hardening-off phase, which future research will need to address. 

 

In 2011 we repeated the 2010 stem cutting trial with different variables.  Although results have not 
yet been statistically analyzed, our subjective impressions are as follows:  1) Starting the cuttings in 
early February rather than in March improves survival during hardening off, probably because earlier 
cuttings are hardened off in May, when conditions in the greenhouse outside of the humidity 
chambers are not as extreme as they are later in the summer.  In 2011 we will try starting them in 
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January.  2)  Larger stem segments are more likely to survive after rooting than smaller segments, and 
thus it is not productive to divide stems into a large number of small segments.  Determining the ideal 
segment size will help us maximize the method’s productivity.  We can also report that the method 
works with wild-collected C. americana stems, and that stems cut off the tops of rooted layers can 
also be made to root, as a way of getting two new plants for one. 

 

We also attempted to replicate the method in an on-farm greenhouse and on the sun porch of a 
cooperating grower.  Neither attempt was successful, we suspect because of lack of supplemental 
light at these locations.  We plan to test that in 2012. 

 

Lois Braun performed these trials in 2010.  In 2011 she was assisted by Meagan O’Brien, with 
funding from the Undergraduate Research Opportunities Program. 

 

b. Stock Plant Beds.  By the end of 2010, approximately 600 plants, representing approximately 40 
genetic lines, had been planted into stock plant beds.  These were plants which were generated by 
propagation experiments or were extras from the performance trials.  They will be used to provide 
material for future propagation experiments and agronomic trials.  Plans to start mound layering 
experiments with them in 2011 were postponed a year on the advice of researchers from Oregon who 
said that mound layering is most likely to be successful with more mature plants.  The plants 
generated from these trials in 2012 will be used for some of the agronomic trials described below.  No 
new plants were added to the stock plant beds in 2011 because we decided that 600 were enough.  
Instead, in 2011 the 266 surplus plants were planted ahead of schedule at sites for future agronomic 
trials. 
 

Lois Braun coordinated the planting of the stock plant beds, assisted by student workers, experiment 
station personnel, and on-farm hosts. 

 

c.  Micropropagation.  Although our proposal did not include research into micropropagation, 
we would like to report that our colleague, Brent McCown, at the University of Wisconsin, 
Madison, has made good progress developing micropropagation techniques for bush type 
hazelnuts.  We are hopeful that this will be the method that will enable us to scale up rapidly 
once we develop advanced selections. 

 

Objective 3:  Agronomic Trials 

a) Transplant Timing and Type.  At the time we wrote our proposal in 2009, it appeared that low 
survival of hazelnut transplants was a major challenge.  A survey of hazelnut growers found that 
survival of the 4-month old 6-inch tube-grown seedlings most commonly available at that time 
averaged only 28%.  So one of our objectives was to figure out how improve survival.  However, 
between writing our proposal and starting our project we determined that either field-grown 
seedlings, or vegetatively propagated plants, not “tubelings” would probably be method of 
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propagation of the future, and thus there was no justification in testing the tubelings.  Instead, we 
turned the proposed trial into a comparison between fall and spring transplanting of mound layers, 
and between mound layers transplanted immediately after digging, layers grown out for an additional 
year in a nursery, and two-year old field-grown bare-root dormant seedlings. 
 

We found no significant difference between rooted mound layers transplanted in November 2009 and 
April 2010:  survival, as of fall 2010, was 91% and 89% for fall- and spring-transplanted respectively, 
a difference that is statistically insignificant.  This is good news because it gives us flexibility in 
transplanting time, enabling us to better work around unpredictable weather.  Although this survival 
rate was short of our target of 98% survival, we are satisfied with these results because the plants used 
for these trials were the weakest mound layers harvested that year (because they were left over after 
the best had been used for the performance trials and the stock plant beds).  Because survival strongly 
correlated with quality of transplant, we are confident that if the best transplants had been used 
survival would have met our 98% target.   

 

These trials also found no difference in survival between high quality 2nd year layers (layers that had 
been grown out in a nursery for a year before transplanting to their final locations) and high quality 
two-year old bare-root dormant seedlings, both of which had 100% survival.  This excellent survival 
was probably because, with an extra year of growth, these plants were much more robust at 
transplanting time than the younger plants had been.  Moreover, any weak plants would not have 
survived that extra year and thus would have been culled before inclusion in the trial.  Based on these 
results, we recommend that planting stock be grown out in a nursery for a year before it is 
transplanted to the field, even though this would increase production costs. 

 

We did not repeat this trial in 2010 going into 2011 because we had more important uses for our 
limited planting stock and because we were satisfied with our results.   However, another year of 
observation of the 2009 transplants showed that although weak transplants may have survived, their 
growth continued to be stunted through the second year, relative to more vigorous transplants.  This 
further supports our assertion that transplant quality is of utmost importance, and that money spent to 
purchase quality transplants is well spent.  

 

These trials were conducted on the farms of five cooperating growers (Don Price, Roy and Teresa 
Cerling, John and Terry Cuddy, John Munter, and Bruce West), as well as at UMORE Park 
(Rosemount). 

 

Other Agronomic Trials.  In our proposal for this grant, we described three additional agronomic trails 
which we planned to do, but only after sufficient clonal plant material could be produced from the stock 
plant beds mentioned in 2b above.  Using clonal material for these trials will be important to eliminate the 
genetic diversity that would otherwise confound results.  Thus the site preparation and weed control trial 
is on hold until sufficient plant material can be produced, whereas the cover crop trial may be delayed 
indefinitely, because we now realize that existing information about cover crops in other woody crops is 
probably transferable to hazelnuts.  Although hazelnut-specific recommendations on cover crops would 
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be nice to have eventually, they are not priority at this time.  We did, however, find ways to forge ahead 
on the nitrogen fertilization trials described in the proposal, as described below.  Moreover, we decided to 
initiate several other trials not described in the proposal, because of observed need and new opportunities.  
I include descriptions of them here to demonstrate how we are “stretching the goals.” 

 

b) N Fertilization:  Although the dissertation research on the N requirements of hybrid 
hazelnuts by Braun (2011a and b) determined that hybrid hazelnuts have very low N 
requirements during their establishment and early nut bearing years, the N requirements for 
sustained nut production have still to be determined.   
 
Staples.  In 2010 we initiated an N fertilization trial on the ten year-old seed-propagated 
planting at Staples.  Although genetic diversity is a factor there, we felt that the six years of 
yield data we already have on it could be considered as a covariate in the data analysis, 
effectively eliminating this concern.  This site was chosen because it was the only site at 
which a definitive growth response to N fertilization was observed in earlier research (Braun, 
2011b), and because yields have been declining there in recent years, likely due to N 
deficiency.   
 
This experiment was designed to test the concept of basing application rates on sufficiency 
levels of leaf N, as defined either by recommendations from Oregon or from Braun’s earlier 
research.  Thus we needed a planting in which plant to plant leaf N levels were variable to 
start with.  To set this up, we applied variable rates of N in May 2010, basing our rates on 
average bush size, which is standard practice for woody crops, though it needs to be 
calibrated for bush-type hazelnuts.  The range of rates we chose (0, 10, 20, and 40 g N m-3 of 
plant canopy volume, which equals 0, 40, 80, and 160 g N -plant) turned out to be too high:  all 
but the control resulted in leaf N, measured in August, that was well above the sufficiency 
threshold of 2.1%, with a flat response above the 10 m-3 rate.  (There was no growth or yield 
response in that first year, as expected due to a lag effect that is typical for woody plants.)   
 
Our over-application of N was very helpful in teaching us to better calibrate the two new N 
trials we started in 2011 (described below) but it seemed initially to have ruined the Staples 
trial itself, until we realized that it afforded us an opportunity to test how well hazelnuts hold 
on to the N that they have taken up.  Theoretically, woody plants are very efficient at 
recycling previously assimilated N.  If these theories are correct, there should be growth and 
yield responses to N applied in 2010 for several years into the future.  Our current plan is to 
monitor this, and to resume our original plan to apply variable rates of N after we start 
observing leaf N levels near the sufficiency threshold.  (2011 growth and yield data has not 
yet been analyzed.) 
 
Clonal Plantings.  Two hazelnut growers in the region already have plantings of mature 
clonal plants, which they kindly let us use for the N fertilization trial described in the 
proposal, so we would not have to wait the years needed for clonal material from our stock 
plant beds to come to maturity.  We collected baseline data on leaf N, bush size, and nut 
yield from these two plantings in 2010, and made the first N applications in May 2011, 
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assigning treatments within blocks based on initial leaf N and plant size.  After our mistake at 
Staples, we chose a lower range of N rates to test:  0, 2.5, 5. 10, and 15 g N m-3.  We 
collected the first response data in fall 2011.  This data has not yet been analyzed, but even if 
it had, we would not expect to see a response until the second year (with the exception of leaf 
N levels) because there is typically a lag in growth and yield response to fertilization in 
woody perennials.  These trials will continue for at least five years.  As mentioned in section 
2b above, in fall 2011 we found that we had enough clonal planting material to start two 
additional plantings which will eventually be available for additional N fertilization trials, 
though we will have to wait for several years before they come into nut bearing.   

 

The N fertilization trials are e a collaborative effort between the staff at Staples Ag Center, growers 
Tom Stecklein, Roy and Teresa Cerling, and Lois Braun. 

 

c) K Fertilization.  Yields of the planting at Rosemount, for which we have data dating 
back to 2005, have been declining in recent years.  We suspect yields may be limited in part 
by K deficiency because that site has low soil K and because in previous research we found 
that K was limiting growth there (Braun, 2011b).  Potassium deficiency can be challenging to 
correct in woody crops because K is not mobile in the soil.  This is why we suspect that there 
is still a K deficiency at Rosemount even though we already tried to correct it.  Since several 
of our growers are also challenged with low K we feel it important to address.  Thus we 
initiated a K rate trial at Rosemount in spring 2011, with rates of 0, 80, 160, and 320 g K-
plant, ground-applied as potassium sulfate.  Responses measured include leaf K, plant size 
and yield.  Only the baseline data has thus far been analyzed. 

 

Lois Braun is coordinating this trial, with help from the staff at Rosemount and student workers. 

 

d) Plant Spacing/Thinning.  In 2010 we also initiated a plant spacing/thinning trial on the Gibson 
farm near Montevideo.  This planting, for which we have six years of yield data, has consistently 
produced the highest yields of any we have observed, but was becoming so crowded it was difficult to 
work in it.  An analysis of 2009 yield data showed that the highest yielding plants were those that had 
gaps on one or both sides of them.  So in April 2010 we removed all plants for which we did not have 
data, creating a patchwork of plants that had been released from competition on both sides, one side, 
or no side.  If the yield increases from double-side release exceed yield presumed lost from the 
removed plant, we will recommend wider spacing on future plantings.  Yields in 2010 were down, 
probably because of alternate bearing, but were up again in 2011.  The 2011 data has not yet been 
analyzed.  After yields have stabilized from the thinning experiment, we plan to add coppicing and 
pruning treatments to this planting, as described below. 

 

This trial was the idea of hazelnut grower Dennis Gibson.  Lois Braun helped him figure out the 
experimental design and has been coordinating the data collection. 
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e) Coppicing and Pruning.  At some of the older hazelnut plantings we work with, the 
plants are getting to be so large that they are difficult to pick, both by hand and by machine.  
Badgersett Research Farm recommends coppicing the plants to the ground when this 
becomes a problem, but doing so eliminates two years of harvest.  We have recently begun to 
consider pruning hazelnuts instead, which reputedly also reduces their alternate bearing 
habit.  However, we do not know how hazelnuts will respond to pruning, nor what approach 
to use in pruning them.  Therefore, in 2012 we will be initiating trials to compare various 
pruning approaches with coppicing.  In 2011 we collected baseline yield data for these trials 
from three experiment station plantings and one on-farm planting. 

 

This trial will be coordinated with Lois Braun, with help from hazelnut grower Don Price, and 
student workers. 

 
Objective 4:  Increase Grower Knowledge 

The first and second annual Midwest Hazelnut Conferences were held during the project period of this 
grant.  The first was in LaCrosse, WI, March 12 and 13, 2010, organized by Jason Fischbach of 
University of Wisconsin Extension, and the second in South St. Paul, MN, March 4 an 5, 2011, organized 
by Jeff Jensen of Rural Advantage.  Attendance at these conferences was 90 and 48 respectively.  
Attendees were a mix of current and prospective growers, and a few who were merely curious.  Research 
findings from this project were reported at both. 

 

In addition, Rural Advantage hosts annual field days, called “Walk-n-Talks”.  Five Walk-n-Talks within 
the grant period focused on hazelnuts:    

• June 2010 – Hazel Acres, Fenton IA – 12 attendees 
• June 2010 – Dennis Gibson Planting, Montevideo MN – 15 attendees 
• October 2010 - Hazelnut Valley Farm, Lake City MN – 35 attendees 
• July 2011 – Hazel Acres, Fenton IA – 22 attendees 
• October 2011 - Hazelnut Valley Farm, Lake City MN – 41 attendees  

Norm Erickson’s field day is an annual event comprised of seminars in the morning and outdoor sessions 
in the afternoon.   

 

In addition, hazelnut research at three U of M Experiment Stations was showcased as part of larger field 
days.  These were: 

• The Organic Field Day at SWROC, Lamberton, in July, 2010, attended by approximately 
100 people. 

• The Agronomy Centennial Celebration in St. Paul in August, 2010, attended by 
approximately 80 people. 
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• The Rosemount Research and Outreach Center’s annual open house in August, 2010, 
attended by approximately 2,200 people.  An estimated 100 people visited the hazelnut 
booth staffed by hazelnut grower Norm Erickson and Lois Braun. 

 

Finally, the Upper Midwest Hazelnut Website (www.midwesthazelnuts.org) has proven to be an 
extremely useful channel to get research results out to growers just as soon as it is developed.  The site 
typically has about 200 visitors per week. 

 

Beneficiaries 

A 2010 survey of hazelnut growers conducted by U W Extension identified 32 growers in Minnesota and 
a total of 127 in the region.  This is likely an underestimate.  (These numbers are lower than previously 
reported because some growers on our previous list could not be verified.)  An estimated 500 people, 
including both growers and the general public, have been reached by our outreach events in the two years 
of the project, as outlined above.  Independent outreach by members of the Minnesota Hazelnut 
Foundation has reached another 600 to 800 people. 

 

Current and future growers are the proximal beneficiaries of this project, though the distal beneficiaries—
consumers, the environment, and the state economy, in other words, the public at large—are no less 
important.  The estimated value of the Oregon hazelnut market was estimated at $75 million in 2007.  We 
do not know if a Minnesota hazelnut industry can come close to that, but we do anticipate that the 
economic contribution of hazelnuts will be significant because of their low production costs, and because 
they can be grown without taking land out of production of other crops.  Moreover, they will also reduce 
the need for taxpayer spending on mitigation of the environmental problems caused by annual crops 
planted on unsuitable land, such as flooding and water contamination.  But none of these benefits—
improved farm income, tasty and nutritious local food, a more sustainable agricultural system-- will be 
realized until there are more hazelnuts in the marketplace and on the landscape, and that is up to growers.  
That is why we are focused first on providing growers with the information and germplasm they need to 
grow hazelnuts more successfully and, we hope, to realize a return on their investments more quickly.   

 

Preliminary results from the agronomic trials should start to come in just a few years, with the exception 
of the transplant timing and type trial, which is already complete and has already been presented to 
growers at the 2011 Midwest Hazelnut Conference, which was attended by 48 people.  We hope that 
prospective growers who had been discouraged from growing hazelnuts by reports of low survival of 
tubelings have been encouraged that high survival is possible with better planting stock.  Although we are 
not yet able to present definitive recommendations on such things as fertilization or weed control at our 
outreach events, we are confident that the information we do present—and the sharing that occurs 
between experienced and new and prospective growers at these events—is helping new generations of 

http://www.midwesthazelnuts.org/
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growers avoid the mistakes of the pioneering generation.  We need to attract new growers if we are to 
grow this industry, though we try to make it clear to potential new growers that because this industry is in 
its infancy they should not expect quick returns.  Rather, they should consider growing hazelnuts to be a 
long-term investment, which may benefit future generations more than their own. 

 

Likewise, the germplasm improvement and propagation work that were a major part of this grant are 
long-term projects, for which we do not expect to see the benefits for another decade or longer.  A 
journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step.  Because of this grant, we were able to demonstrate 
our ability to start a long-term hazelnut improvement program at the University of Minnesota, which was 
instrumental in securing enough funding to keep this program going for another five years through a 
SARE grant and a Federal Specialty Crop Research Initiative Grant.  We might thus say that the biggest 
beneficiary of this grant was our vision for a bio-economy in which perennial native crops such as 
hazelnuts make a significant contribution towards human nutrition and energy supply while nurturing the 
land that sustains us. 

 

Lessons Learned: 

Germplasm Improvement. Our approach to finding exceptional C. americana in the wild calls for a 
rapid screening one year, followed by a return to the same plants the following year to see if they perform 
consistently well over multiple years.  This requires marking them so we can find them again.  We have 
been using a combination of plant tags and GPS coordinates.  But we learned that this is easier said than 
done.  We belatedly realized that the resolution of our GPS units was not fine enough to distinguish 
between bushes within 10 feet of each other. Since many hazelnuts grow in thickets, in which it is 
difficult to distinguish individual plants from each other, a ten-foot resolution was clearly not good 
enough.  Plant tags help, but fade, break off, and become obscured by new plant growth.  Large, durable 
and brightly colored tags are needed.  It helps to sketch maps of our sites, with landmarks and verbal 
descriptions, but even so, finding our way back to the same plants next year will not be easy. 

 

Propagation.  The productivity of mound layering declines with successive years of layering the same 
plant.  This is probably because girdling all the crown suckers slowly starves the mother plant’s root 
system by depriving it of photosynthates.  The way to avoid this is to leave an uncoppiced and ungirdled 
“nurse” stem to supply nourishment to the root system.  But there is a trade-off:  we found that plants 
without a nurse stem generally produce more abundant and more vigorous new shoots in the first year 
after coppicing than those with one, which results in more new plants that first year.   

 

Some genotypes do not root as well as others, for unknown but probably genetic reasons.  For those that 
failed to produce the fifteen rooted layers we needed to plant five sites in triplicate, we attempted to fill 
the gaps in subsequent years by layering the same plants again.  Although this worked for some plants, it 
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did not for others, and for most plants a third year of layering was a completely wasted effort.  In some 
cases a contributing factor appears to have been that coppicing put a plant at a relative disadvantage to its 
neighbors in the row, which were then able to shade it out.  We have thus concluded that to maintain 
mound layering “stool beds” over many years will require either widely spaced plants or that adjacent 
plants in a row be coppiced together.   

 

One of the objectives of the mound layering trials we plan for the stock plant beds, to start in 2012, will 
be to figure out how to balance high production and sustained production.  Fertilization and irrigation 
might help.  It may also be more productive, once the stem cutting method is better developed, to use the 
stock plant beds for production of hardwood stems instead of layering.  Because hardwood stems are the 
same kind of stem that is used in layering that have just been allowed to grow through the whole season 
without girdling, this may be a better way to maintain the health of the stock beds’ root systems. 

 

N Fertilization:  The method we used to estimate what N fertilization rates to include in our trial at 
Staples greatly overestimated N requirements.  This was based on the assumption that N requirement 
increases in proportion with bush size, which can be approximated by calculating bush above-ground 
volume from measurements of height and spread.  By combining the N rate at which N response leveled 
off, with size of plants, described as height times canopy area (“canopy volume”), Braun (2011b) 
estimated that the optimal rate should be about 20 g N m-3 of plant canopy volume.   The range of rates 
used at Staples (0, 10, 20, and 40 g N m-3, which, for these plants which now average 4 m3, equals 0, 40, 
80, and 160 g N –plant) spans this, but proved to be way too high.  We conclude that plant canopy volume 
is not a good way of approximating plant size.  It was useful to learn this at Staples before starting the 
trials with the two clonal plantings, where we chose a lower range of rates to test (0, 2.5, 5, 10 and 15 g N 
m-3). 

 

Contact Person 

Lois Braun, Research Associate, Department of Agronomy, University of Minnesota 

651-641-1880 

brau0259@umn.edu 

 

 References 

Braun, L.C., J.H. Gillman, E.E. Hoover, and M.P. Russelle. 2011a. Nitrogen fertilization for new 
plantings of hybrid hazelnuts in the Upper Midwest of the USA.  Can. J. Plant Sci.  2011.  91:773-782 
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Northarvest Bean Growers Association 
Final Report 

 
 
Project title:  Strengthening Value-Added Programs for Dry Edible Beans 

  Specialty Crop Grant Final Report 
 

Project B26845 
Northarvest Bean Growers Association 

 
 
Outline of the Issue/Need for Projects 
To enable the Northarvest Bean Growers Association (NBGA) to develop a scalable, sustainable, 
and measurably effective program of electronic-based health communication targeting dietary 
professionals in their roles as “health influentials.”   The goal of this program, broadly stated, is 
to increase awareness of the health benefits of dry beans among select groups of dietary 
professionals resulting in an increase in recommended levels of use of beans in healthy diets 
among consumers they reach.  
 
Projects to be undertaken to address the Issue 
 
Project 1: Development and launch of a new health related website for dry beans 
 
Project 2: Establish editorial newsletter board  
 
Project 3:       Electronic newsletter to dietitians        
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Project 1:  Development and launch of a new health related website for dry beans 
 
 
Project Summary 
The Northarvest Bean Growers Association has, over the preceding decade, advanced a number 
of initiatives to increase awareness of the dietary benefits of dry bean use.  The level of 
investment and expertise required to sustain mass-market programs has proven problematic, and 
has contributed to a more focused and cost-effective strategy described here. 
 
 
Project Approach 
Northarvest had ongoing discussions with Dr. Bill Lesch, chairman of UND Marketing 
Department regarding the model, process, outcomes, and cost associated with web development, 
assembling and distribution of electronic newsletter. It must be noted from the outset that it takes 
a team of talented individuals to plan and implement a project with so many “legs,” since the 
talents and materials required are not within the span of control of any single individual.   
 
 
Project Goals Achieved 
Competitor website review and analysis was undertaken and concluded by;  
RESEARCH AND PRODUCTION-UND 
Dr. Mary Askim-Lovseth, Survey Research and Production 
Ms. Rachel Lundbohm, Production Manager and Contractor Liaison 
Ms. Corrine Iverson, Production and Traffic Coordinator 
Mr. David Konerza, Research Design and Editorial Review 
Mr. Kevin Williams, Research 
 
Beneficiaries 
To increase awareness of the health benefits of dry beans among select groups of dietary 
professionals resulting in an increase in recommended levels of use of beans in healthy diets 
among consumers. 
 
  
Results, Conclusions and Lessons Learned 
February 2010 UND launched the fully operational and trade marked Bean Institute web site. 
The web address for The Bean Institute is www.beaninstitute.com. Working with a team of 
professionals under the supervision of the UND Marketing Department chair instilled confidence 
in our approach to developing the health web site. UND also aided the trade marking of the 
name; Bean Institute. Following launch Northarvest needed to enhance and promote the site. 
Communiqué Inc of Jefferson City Missouri added a search function, overhauled and worked on 

http://www.beaninstitute.com/
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technical issues with Farm to Fork, added registered dietician educational power point 
presentation titled Beans 101, added new section called “Latest Research” and promoted the site 
by email to some 36,000 registered dieticians. Monitoring the web activity showed we were 
beginning to get some traction by June and hits on the website have come from nearly a dozen 
countries around the world. 
 
 
 
Project 2: Establish editorial newsletter board  
 
 
Project Summary 
UND to assemble editorial newsletter board for Northarvest to support development of an 
electronic newsletter to dieticians touting health benefits  
 
 
Project Approach 
Earlier Northarvest produced a comprehensive beans and health literature review and hosted a 
gathering of some 30 scientist to further tout health benefits and beans. This became our pool of 
candidates. 
 
 
Project Goals Achieved 
UND was able to pool, screen and obtain the services of four individuals to produced copy and 
design layout for a Dry Bean Health Newsletter  
EDITORIAL BOARD 
Ms. Amy Myrdal-Miller, Culinary Institute of America 
Dr. Julianne Curran, Product Innovation Manger, Pulse Canada 
Dr. Cliff Hall, Associate Professor, North Dakota State University 
Dr. Andrea Hutchins, Associate Professor, Colorado State University 
 
Beneficiaries 
Credible message, target audience and ultimately the consumer. 
 

Results, Conclusions, and Lessons Learned 
With the final selection of the two practicing researchers and two practicing dieticians that 
demonstrate the ability to write, be published and demonstrate a strong willingness to participate 
to further tout the health benefits of beans is achieved with the above mentioned individuals. 
Some candidate showed an interest but these individuals demonstrated a commitment. 
 
 
Project 3:       Electronic newsletter to dietitians     
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Project Summary 
The development and launch of an electronic newsletter to dietitians touting the health benefits of dry 
bean 
 
Project Approach 
Northarvest had knowledge of another commodity that successfully developed and distributed an 
electronic newsletter to the dietetic community. We followed their blue print minimizing any 
delays and cost over run. 
 
Project Goals Achieved  
Northarvest contracted with Steve Veile, COMMUNIQUÉ, Inc., Jefferson City, MO to begin 
work with our established editorial board to develop and launch an electronic newsletter to 
dietitians touting the health benefits of dry bean use.  June 11 the first issue of Dry Bean 
Quarterly (DBQ) was distributed electronically and reviewed by 6,425 registered dieticians. 
DBQ is posted on www.beaninstitute.com.  
  

Beneficiaries 
Dieticians are delivered scientific evidence touting the health benefits of beans and in the 
position to educate the consumer. The consumer is in the position to make smart choices and 
increase demand for dry bean. 
 
 
Results, Conclusions, and Lessons Learned 
Communiqué consulted with editorial board about content, selected newsletter themes, contacted 
potential authors for articles, designed masthead, edited articles as they were submitted by 
authors, created email version of newsletter, created layout for print newsletter, received 
approval from editorial board to send email version. Communiqués publishes another health 
research newsletter (Soylink) and manages the soy web site. The experienced management of 
Communiqué helped Northarvest target the correct set of dieticians within the very diverse group 
of dieticians belonging to the American Dietetic Association.  
 
Long-Term Outcome Measures 
Northarvest will track (through its consultant Communiqué) the influence the health newsletter 
has on the dietetic community, track the number of dieticians that find the information useful and 
track the number of visitors to the Bean Institute web site.   
 
 
Northarvest extends its deepest appreciation to the Commissioners and staff of the North Dakota 
and Minnesota Departments of Agriculture, and the United Stated Department of Agriculture for 
their efforts to advance this and related programs. 
 
Specialty Crop Grant Project B26845 
July 12 2010 
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Income Received 
 
Minnesota Department of Agriculture……………………………………………$ 20,000 
North Dakota Department of Agriculture………………………………………...$ 20,000 
Northarvest Bean Growers Association…………………………………………..$ 25,000 
 
Budget Expenditures  
Commitments through June 30th were distributed as follows: 
 
UND consulting, trade marking, and professional web services ……….…………   $35,953 
Communiqué web and electronic news letter development....................................... $29,047 
Contact  
Mr. Timothy Courneya 
Executive vice President 
Northarvest Bean Growers Association 
50072 East Lake Road 
Frazee, MN  56544 
(218) 334-4569 
nhbean@loretel.net  

 
Project K 
FINAL PERFORMANCE REPORT 

 

PROJECT TITLE 

 

Expanding the Potential of Native Turfgrass Seed Production 

 

PROJECT SUMMARY AND MOTIVATION 

 

Currently, there are over 40,000 acres of grass seed production in northern Minnesota; this acreage 
includes native and non-native species with a majority of the acres dedicated to perennial ryegrass and 
Kentucky bluegrass—both species that require significant inputs of fertilizer and pesticides in order to 
perform well in both turf and seed production environments.  The addition of new, more sustainable 
turfgrass species to the seed production economy of northern Minnesota could result in significant 
additional economic return to farmers and the rural communities in which they live.  This research 
project was initiated to favorably position turf seed production research in Minnesota for future public 
and private investment.  The objectives of the proposed research were to determine the seed 
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production potential of the native grass prairie junegrass (Koeleria macrantha) in Minnesota and 
evaluate the species for use as a low-input, sustainable turfgrass. 

 

 

PROJECT APPROACH 

 

 

Objective 1:  Seed production trials 

 

Replicated seed production management trials were planted in summer 2010 at the University of 
Minnesota Research Farm in Roseau, MN and the Sand Plain Research Farm in Becker, MN using 
advanced breeding populations of prairie junegrass from the University of Minnesota turfgrass breeding 
program. The first trial was planted as a randomized complete block design consisting of four 
replications with a split-split plot restriction on randomization.  Planting date (3 dates) was the main 
plot, planting density (3 densities) was the sub-plot and breeding population (3 breeding populations—
MN, ND, and CO) was the sub-sub plot.  The second trial was designed in a similar fashion with the same 
breeding populations as the main plot, nitrogen rate as the sub-plot, and plant growth regulator (3 
rates) as the sub-sub plot.  Because the stands were not yet to a point of sufficient reproduction, the 
treatments in the second trial were not initiated as planned; instead, they will be initiated in spring 2012 
with data analysis to follow.  We were only able to analyze data on whole plots for the second trial.   In 
trial 1 at Roseau, we found that the June and July seeding dates resulted in significantly superior stand 
ratings the following year compared to the September seeding date (Table 1).  Interestingly, at Becker, 
we found the opposite result; the September seeding date resulted in the best stand rating both in the 
late fall of the year of seeding and the following spring.  These divergent results would indicate the 
importance of management recommendations based on location within the state.  One explanation for 
these results may be the cooler, wetter weather that is common in Roseau compared to Becker; it is 
likely that the young stands of prairie junegrass experienced severe summer stress at Becker, thereby 
preventing significantly stand development.  At Roseau, these young plants were able to thrive absent of 
severe summer stress. 

 

Another interesting result in the first trial was that at Roseau, populations developed with germplasm 
originating from North Dakota and Colorado out-performed the population from southeastern 
Minnesota for percent stand ratings in both May 2011 and August 2011 (Table 2).  At Becker, there were 
no differences in population performance, and by the end of the 2011 growing season, we observed 
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much less leaf rust disease in the plots seeded with material from Minnesota while those populations 
from North Dakota and Colorado suffered intense rust disease pressure. 

 

 

Objective 2:  Low-input Turf Evaluation 

 

Advanced breeding lines and selections of prairie junegrass were used to establish turfgrass evaluation 
plots in fall 2010.  Plots were 1.4 m2 and the trial was planted as a randomized complete block design 
with 3 replications (advanced selections with inadequate seed yields were included in either 1 or 2 
replications).  The plots were maintained under low-input conditions (no pesticides, fertilizer, or 
supplemental irrigation after establishment, mowing height of 7.5 cm).  In October, 2010, data was 
collected on turfgrass establishment.  In 2011, data has been collected on overall turfgrass quality and 
leaf rust disease incidence.  A number of native lines showed reduced levels of leaf rust and acceptable 
turfgrass quality under low-input conditions.  These lines will be advanced in the germplasm 
improvement program. 

 

 

 

ROLES OF PROJECT PARTNERS 

  

University of Minnesota researchers established and conducted research trials on both seed production 
and low-input turf performance.  Seed production trials were initiated in Roseau and Becker, MN and 
the turf evaluation was done in St. Paul, MN.  These partners will continue this research beyond the 
funding period due to the potential importance of this species in seed production systems in the future.  
The Minnesota Turf Seed Council was instrumental in coordination of funding and working with seed 
producers for identifying research space and determining the best methods for information delivery.  
We will continue to collect data and present at professional meetings such as the Grass Seed Institute 
held each February in Roseau, MN. 

 

 

GOALS AND OUTCOMES ACHIEVED 
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Outcome 1: Seed Production 

 

Because the development of harvestable stands took longer than anticipated, short-term goals were not 
met; however, long-term goals can still be reached once we are able to deliver research results to 
stakeholders.  Our initial goals started with 100 acres of new seed production for this species in 2011, 
followed by 500 and 1000 acres in successive years.  This goal was overly ambitious and we could now 
expect that timeline delayed by 3-4 years.  This research project has been important in that it has 
demonstrated some of the challenges in producing seed in this native, low-input species.  Baseline data 
has not been collected officially; however, because of our close relationship with the seed producers of 
northern Minnesota, we know that new acreage has not yet been planted. 

 

Outcome 2:  Use as Turf in Sustainable Landscapes 

 

Turf data also demonstrated that our short term goal of a cultivar release in 2012 was overly optimistic.  
We have been working on this aspect of the proposal and will continue this work in the future; in fact, 
we have already begun preparing to make important crosses between populations of germplasm that 
we successfully evaluated for low-input turfgrass characteristics as part of this project.  The first cultivar 
release of this species will not happen for at least 3 years. 

 

 

Extension and Information Delivery 

 

Research updates were given at the Grass Seed Institute in both 2010 (100 attendees) and 2011 (50 
attendees).  Further updates will be given in February 2012.  Research updates were also given at the 
Grass Seed Research Tour in 2010 (approx. 100 attendees) and 2011 (approx. 100 attendees).  Because 
this work is ongoing, we will also show growers the plots and discuss progress at the 2012 tour. 

 

Once we are able to get seed production on these plots (we are continuing the work beyond the grant 
period—seed will be harvested in summer 2012), we will post results on the Minnesota Turf Seed 
Council website:  http://www.mnturfseed.org/html/progress_reports.html (this is a better location for 
this information than the forages website listed in the proposal).  These progress reports are also 

http://www.mnturfseed.org/html/progress_reports.html
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distributed in hard copy form to seed producers each year at the Grass Seed Institute held in Roseau, 
MN (approx. 100 attendees). When the turf trials have run their complete course, and data is analyzed, 
results will be posted at www.turf.umn.edu.   

 

Additionally, Dr. Watkins has presented these research results to a wider regional and national 
audience, including an online seminar for the United States Golf Association (held on September 14, 
2011); the Northern Green Expo in Minneapolis (January 4, 2012); and the Idaho Horticulture Expo 
(January 20, 2012).  Audience members included those interested in all aspects of this species from turf 
use to seed sales to seed production.  This research will continue to be presented to state, regional, and 
national venues for a numbers of years. 

 

 

Why were goals not achieved? 

 

The only barrier to full completion was the slow growth rate of the junegrass when planted in a seed 
production system.  Our initial estimates on the time needed for growth of the plants to a point where 
they could produce seed were incorrect; however, we now have new knowledge about time needed for 
maturity to seed production (see ‘lessons learned’ below). 

 

 

BENEFICIARIES 

 

Grass seed producers benefited because new information about seeding dates and germplasm 
populations was found (see Tables 1 and 2; and ‘Project Approach’ above).  This information will form 
the basis for management recommendations as we move forward with our research efforts in this area.  
The turfgrass breeding program at the University of Minnesota benefited by obtaining important 
germplasm data that can be utilized in the overall prairie junegrass germplasm program; this program is 
unique nationally and should have a major impact on both seed production and turf management in 
Minnesota in the coming years due to this work. 

 

Because this research is something that will impact growers in future years, the exact number of 
growers that benefit is unknown.  There are currently some growers of this species (3-5 growers), and 

http://www.turf.umn.edu/
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our information will benefit them in that it will provide them with some ideas about when to seed the 
species when growing for seed in northern Minnesota.  In the long-term, as we continue to improve this 
species, we would expect the number of growers to increase substantially. 

 

 

LESSONS LEARNED 

  

When we have grown this in breeding nurseries, getting seed production in the time period of the grant 
is not a problem; however, in a seed production system, this appears to be an issue.  We learned that 
the slow growth of this species will be a great challenge in seed production systems.  However, this 
research has given us important insight into appropriate seeding dates.  Although we found no 
significant effect on stand quality for seeding rate, seed production data in 2012 and beyond may give 
us valuable information as well. In the future, researchers (or farmers) should expect a longer 
establishment period (likely more than 1.5 years).  One way that a farmer could deal with this is by 
seeding the prairie junegrass into an existing crop such as wheat (currently practiced with perennial 
ryegrass in northern Minnesota). 

 

Even though we have not yet completed all proposed activities due to unforeseen circumstances, we 
will continue this project as laid out in our proposal.  We will communicate the results of our work to 
this point, and in future years, through seminars at professional seed producer meetings and field days.  
We will also report all scientifically relevant information in appropriate peer-reviewed journals. 

  

 

CONTACT PERSON 

 

Marvin Zutz, Minnesota Turf Seed Council, Red Lake Fall, MN. 

Phone:  218-253-4311 ext 18 

Email:  mzutz@gvtel.com 

 ADDITIONAL INFORMATION 
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Table 1.  Effect of seeding date on percent stand rating (100% = full stand) in May and August 2011 at 
Roseau, MN. 

 

Seeding Date  Stand (%) 

May 2011 

Stand (%) 

August 2011 

June 8, 2010  72.1 a† 75.8 a 

July 20, 2010  70.8 a 76.2 a 

Sept 28, 2010  50.0 b 63.8 b 

†Means followed by the same letter within columns are statistically different (p ≤ 0.05). 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 2. Evaluation of three populations for percent stand rating (100% = full stand) in May and August 
2011 at Roseau, MN. 

 

Population  Stand (%) 
May 2011 

Stand (%) 
August 2011 

North Dakota 58.3 a† 75.8 a 

Colorado  66.7 a 77.1 a 

Minnesota  39.2 b 50.8 b 

†Means followed by the same letter within columns are statistically different (p ≤ 0.05). 

 

Project L 
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Minnesota Grown Promotion Group, Inc. 

REVISED - January 23, 2012 

 
Project Title: Strengthening Market Opportunities for Minnesota Specialty Crop 
Producers 
Award Amount: $75,000.00 

Term:  November 10, 2009 to April 30, 2011 

 

PROJECT SUMMARY 

 

The purpose of this project was to address four general issues related to the MDA’s promotion 
and market development work for Minnesota specialty crop farmers. 

 

1) Wholesale markets such as grocery stores, restaurants, and school 
food service programs have expressed interest in sourcing more locally grown fruits 
and vegetables but prior to this project there was no statewide database of growers 
who sell to them. The Minnesota “regular” Grown Directory is a comprehensive 
statewide database for direct marketers and it includes many growers who only 
market directly to the consumer. Wholesale buyers don’t have time to sort through 
listings of farmers that don’t have the ability to wholesale their products and needed 
something that would facilitate their purchase of locally grown produce. This 
project funded the initial development and launch of a new database of growers 
who market to wholesale accounts. 

 

2) Previous Specialty Crop Block Grant funded initiatives allowed us to 
make major improvements to the Minnesota Grown website. In order to minimize 
costs, there were several features that couldn’t be implemented in the original 
redesign and that have been added during this project. 

 

3) Previous Specialty Crop Block Grant funded initiatives allowed us to 
create a pay-per-click (PPC) campaign to increase consumer purchases of fruits and 
vegetables by driving traffic to the Minnesota Grown website. PPC advertising on 
Google and Yahoo has been an extremely cost effective use of advertising dollars. It 
is targeted to specific specialty crops, is measurable, and has proven itself to be very 
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effective at delivering qualified customers to the Minnesota Grown website in order 
to find a farm near them. This expenditure is a natural complement to the continued 
improvement to the online Directory. 

 

4) The Minnesota Grown Program provides specialty crop growers and 
their retailers with approximately 1.2 million stickers, price cards and other 
individual promotional items each year. This project allowed us to develop and print 
new point-of-sale materials to identify and promote Minnesota Grown fruits and 
vegetables in grocery stores. These included twist ties with the Minnesota Grown 
logo that can be used to close bags of produce, stickers that include the Minnesota 
Grown logo and also have room to write the product price. These are commonly 
used to label individual produce items such as pumpkins, squash or bags of apples. 
The new items were suggested by member farmers and retailers.  

 

PROJECT APPROACH 

 

Activity #1: Develop a new database of fruit and vegetable growers who market to wholesale 
markets such as grocery stores and restaurants. 

o The database was launched in late March 2011. We have more than 60 farms in the 
database and expect the number of participating farms to continue to grow. 

o Participation in the database is free to any farmer member of the MDA’s Minnesota 
Grown Program. 

o Any wholesale buyer may access the database free of charge. 
o Matching funds were provided by the Minnesota Department of Health (through its 

Great Trays Partnership that is working on Farm to School issues) and Hennepin County 
(as part of its Healthy Eating Minnesota project funded by Blue Cross Blue Shield). 

o Key attributes of the database include: 
o Buyers can search for produce from farms that are GAP (Good Agricultural 

Practices) certified. 
o Buyers can search for certified organic produce 
o Buyers can search for farms with a specific amount of liability insurance 

o A prominent link to the database is featured on the main page of 
www.minnesotagrown.com as well as on the “retailers” page of the website. 

o Total expenditures of $17,625 ($13,218.75 Specialty Crop Block Grant funds and 
$4,406.25 matching funds) 

o Early feedback indicates that this database has the key components needed by buyers in 
order to source more locally grown produce. 

o Our next priority is to add more growers to the database.  
  

http://www.minnesotagrown.com/
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Activity #2:  Continuation of previous SCBG funded initiatives to improve functionality of the 
Minnesota Grown website.  

o The home page of www.minnesotagrown.com has been improved to make it much 
easier for consumers to locate fresh, locally grown products in the online Directory. 

o Modifications performed to date include: 
o The main search box is much larger and easier to navigate. 
o Images on the detailed listing pages for farms have been improved. 
o Several enhancements have been made in our ability to measure consumer 

traffic, including the transition to Google Analytics. 
o Several modifications to the search page making it easier for consumers to view, 

sort and search the data. 
o Total expenditures of $6,625 ($4,968.75 federal funds and $1,656.25 matching funds) 

 

Activity #3:  Continuation of previous SCBG funded initiatives to increase consumer purchases 
of fruits and vegetables by driving traffic to the Minnesota Grown website 

o The pay-per-click campaign includes Google Adwords and Yahoo. Yahoo Search 
Marketing is now officially a part of the Microsoft AdCenter so our Yahoo PPC campaign 
has been transitioned to Microsoft AdCenter. The new Microsoft AdCenter is delivering 
more results than Yahoo did but Google is still by far the more widely used search 
engine. One challenge is that Microsoft AdCenter includes Yahoo and Bing so we have 
seen increased strain on our pay-per-click budget. Additionally, Microsoft AdCenter tends 
to have a higher “cost per click” than Google Adwords. Total expenditure on PPC ads is 
$51,910.41. 

o SCBG funds are only used for keywords related to specialty crops. Livestock/Meat related 
keywords are paid for directly by the Minnesota Grown Promotion Group. The only ad 
campaign that isn’t for the sole benefit of specialty crop producers is the ad campaign 
for farmers markets. In this case, the Minnesota Grown Promotion Group pays 20% of 
the cost of this campaign with non-SCBG funds to account for the small proportion of 
vendors selling meat. Here are the most popular groups of keywords paid for with SCBG 
funds: 

o Apples {35,546 clicks per year} 
 Most popular keywords: 

• Apple orchards in Minnesota 
• Minnesota apple orchards 
• Apple orchards 
• Apple orchard 
• Mn apple orchards 

o Farmers Markets {22,536 clicks per year} 
 Most popular keywords 

• Farmers market 
• Farmers markets 

http://www.minnesotagrown.com/
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• Minnesota farmers markets 
• Minnesota farmers market 

o Pumpkins {17,800 clicks per year} 
 Most popular keywords 

• Pumpkin patch 
• Pumpkins minnesota 
• Pumpkin patches 
• Pumpkin patches in minnesota 

o Christmas Trees {13,508 clicks per year} 
 Most popular keywords 

• Christmas tree farm Minnesota 
• MN Christmas trees 
• Christmas trees 
• MN Christmas tree 

o Berries {13,091 clicks per year} 
 Most popular keywords 

• Minnesota strawberries 
• Strawberries 
• Strawberry picking 

o CSA Farms {12,817 clicks per year} 
 Most popular keywords 

• Community supported agriculture 
• Community supported agriculture mn 
• Community supported agriculture Minnesota 
• Organic farms 

Wineries {12,388 clicks per year} 

 Most popular keywords 
• Minnesota wineries 
• Minnesota winery 
• vineyards 

o The Minnesota Grown Promotion Group (MGPG) also conducts pay-per-click advertising 
for various products such as meat and livestock that are not specialty crops. These 
expenses are paid directly by the MGPG to Google and Adwords and are not treated as 
matching funds for the purposes of this grant. 
 

Activity #4:  Production of point-of-sale materials to identify and promote Minnesota Grown 
fruits and vegetables in grocery stores. 

o We printed new pricing stickers (stickers of the Minnesota Grown logo that include 
blank space to allow farmers to write the price on the sticker). A version of the 
pricing sticker for certified organic produce was also created. We produced 6” twist 
ties with the Minnesota Grown logo. The ties are used to close bags of produce. We 
also paid for custom photography of our spokesperson Carrie Tollefson and produced 
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laminated price cards. The total cost of the point-of-sale materials developed is 
$4,902.09.  

o The laminated price cards were 7”x11” apple price cards. The size was 
different that we thought but the end result was the same and clearly these 
price cards are only used to market apples which are an eligible specialty 
crop 

o The twist ties are used to close bags of produce. Members order 
promotional materials on an order form that requires their Minnesota 
Grown license number and farm name. This lets us verify what products 
they produce and whether or not they are using them for specialty crops. 

o Pricing stickers. One variety of pricing sticker is for certified organic 
products. Very few producers are eligible for this logo so we printed a 
relatively small quantity (55,000). With such a small number of eligible 
producers it is easy to verify the crops/products on which they are using the 
logo. The other pricing sticker is available to the entire Minnesota Grown 
membership. The Minnesota Department of Agriculture (MDA) orders 
additional quantities of these stickers to account for the potential that some 
commodities sold may not be eligible under the SCBG. Approximately 25% of 
our members have products that are not eligible specialty crops. To 
compensate for this, more than 35% of the total number of pricing stickers 
ordered were purchased by the MDA to supplement what was purchased 
with SCBG funds by the Minnesota Grown Promotion Group. 

 

 

GOALS AND OUTCOMES ACHIEVED 

 

Measureable Outcome # 1: Wholesale Database 

Because this database did not exist when this project began, the baseline for participating 
growers is zero. At the end of this project, we had more than 60 farmers listed in the database. 
Our stated target was 50. Our other performance measure was a unique visitor count. Likewise 
the baseline was zero. At the end of the reporting period we had yet to install Google Analytics 
on this page so we are unable to verify the actual number of unique visitors. However, based on 
feedback from partners and potential buyers who visited the site we are confident that this 
goal was also met. We will be adding Google Analytics to this site as we move forward. This is 
very much a long term project that will continue to expand and improve as more farmers 
become aware of the opportunity to participate and as we receive feedback from buyers who 
are using the site. 
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Measurable Outcome # 2: Unique Visitors to MinnesotaGrown.com website 

The benchmark for this outcome was 150,932 unique visitors during calendar year 2009. In 
calendar year 2010 we increased to 223,353 unique visitors – a much greater increase than our 
goal of 10%. This increase was accomplished as a result of pay-per-click (PPC) campaigns on the 
most commonly used internet search engines: Google, Yahoo, and now Bing (the new name for 
what used to be known as MSN). The PPC campaigns continue to be a very cost-effective way to 
bring qualified consumers to the website. And unlike typical advertising campaigns, PPC allows 
the advertiser to target customers based on location (we target the entire state of Minnesota 
plus bordering counties in Wisconsin, Iowa, North Dakota and South Dakota). It also allows us 
to target customers based on products. For example we have separate ads for apples, berries, 
pumpkins, Christmas trees and more. 

 

Measurable Outcome #3: New Point of Sale Materials 

Since these were new items, the benchmarks for the number of stores and the number of items 
ordered is zero. During calendar year 2010, we shipped orders to 354 stores, significantly higher 
than our goal of 100 stores. These stores requested more than 8,600 items (an average of 24 
items per store), also much higher than our goal of 10 items per store. 

 

 

BENEFICIARIES 

 

The direct beneficiaries of this project are the growers who are listed in the Minnesota Grown 
Directory and Minnesota Grown Program members who have access to the free point-of-sale 
materials. In calendar year 2010, there were 840 farms listed in the printed Minnesota Grown 
Directory. All of them benefited from the increase in customer traffic via the 
www.minnesotagrown.com website. A total of 1,111 farms were licensed to use the Minnesota 
Grown logo during calendar year 2010 and have access to the free point-of-sale materials. 
During calendar year 2010, approximately 1.2 million individual items with the Minnesota 
Grown logo were distributed to members. 

 

LESSONS LEARNED 

http://www.minnesotagrown.com/
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The majority of project funds were spent on pay-per-click (PPC) advertising. We have found this 
to be a very effective, measurable way to drive traffic to our website. Our experience indicates 
that Google is by far the most popular and efficient of the search engines. The new Microsoft 
Adcenter which includes Bing and Yahoo brings in a smaller number of visitors and has a higher 
average cost per click than Google Adwords. More details about our PPC campaigns including 
details about the most popular ad campaigns and keywords can be found under Activity 3 on 
page 3 of this report.  

 

One challenge that we are facing is that we are bringing in a very high percentage of our visitors 
via PPC instead of through non-paid (organic) search results or through direct traffic. Going 
forward, our challenge will be to maintain our unique visitor count without needing to spend so 
much on PPC. This could be done by encouraging visitors to bookmark the page, “like” our 
Facebook page, or through search engine optimization (SEO). A successful SEO project would 
improve our non-paid position in search results and therefore convert at least a portion of our 
recurring PPC cost to a one time investment in search engine optimization.  

 

We are pleased that we were able to meet or surpass each of the measurable outcomes 
included in our application. Specialty Crop Block Grant Funds have enabled us to make great 
strides in improving the competitiveness of Minnesota specialty crop producers. The funds have 
allowed us to do a better job of linking consumers with farmers, linking wholesale buyers with 
farmers, serving more consumers and providing more and better point-of-sale materials to our 
member farmers. 

 

CONTACT PERSON 

 

Paul Hugunin 

651-201-6510 

paul.hugunin@state.mn.us 

 

mailto:paul.hugunin@state.mn.us
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Appendix 

PROJECT C 

TITLE: Making the Connections for Minnesota-Grown Fresh Fruits and Vegetables 

APPENDIX A 
Student Evaluation 

First and last name:_______________________________________________  Date:_________ 

 

Apples Cucumbers Pineapple 
Bananas Oranges Tomatoes 
Carrots Peppers Watermelon 

 
1. Pick three (3) fruits or vegetables from the list above that are grown in Minnesota. 

a). 

b). 

c). 

2. Which fruit or vegetable is in season in Minnesota during the Fall? 
 
a. Asparagus 
b. Blueberries 
c. Carrots 
d. Strawberries 

 
 

3. Eating lots of colors of fruits and vegetables is best? 

Yes ___ 
No ___ 
 

4. Locally grown fruits and vegetables have more nutrients than fruits and vegetables 
that have travelled long distances.    

Yes ___ 
No ___ 
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5. Where can you and your family buy locally grown fruits and vegetables?  

 

Post test (Optional – If NEAs are present in classrooms for >2.5 hrs to evaluate behavior 
change) 
 
Choose “Yes” or “No” as your answer. Yes No 

I eat more fruit now than I did before this class.   

I eat more vegetables now than I did before this class.   

I eat more kinds of fruits now than I did before this class.   

I eat more kinds of vegetables now than I did before this class.   

 
Project F 

Organic Tree Fruit Education and Research Collaborative  

See attached Membership Brochure, sample Just Picked, sample promotional post card, “Organic 
Orchard Certification” and “Organic Orchard Disease & Pest Management” Fact Sheets.  
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Fig. 1. Specialty crop acres grown

Less than 1 acre

1-2 acres

4-5 acres

6-10 acres

More than 10 acres

Project H 
Sub-project: Specialty Crop Enterprise Management 2010  

MINNESOTA SPECIALTY CROP FARM BUSINESS 
MANAGEMENT SCHOLARSHIP PROGRAM 

~ GROWER PERSPECTIVES 2011 ~ 

 

In late spring 2011, the Minnesota Department of Agriculture mailed a 10-question survey to 49 
Minnesota fruit and vegetable growers receiving Specialty Crop Farm Business Management (FBM) 
scholarships. Business reply envelopes were provided; a total of 31 individuals returned the surveys for a 
response rate of 63%. One of the 31 submitted responses online at www.surveymonkey.com.  

Scholarship funds for this program are provided by the USDA Specialty Crop Block Grant Program and 
the Minnesota Department of Agriculture. Scholarships start at 80% of tuition and decrease by 10% 
every two semesters. The program is delivered in a one-to-one setting by instructors affiliated with the 
Minnesota State Colleges and Universities system. Currently, only growers of fresh market apples, 
berries, grapes, pumpkins, sweet corn, and/or assorted vegetables (e.g., no canning crops) are eligible 
for the scholarships. 

Half of survey respondents reported growing more than five acres of specialty crops, and half said they 
grow fewer than five (Fig. 1).  While growers reported a variety of goals, 48% said they aim to make a 
full-time living growing specialty crops (Fig. 2). Nearly a quarter said they’re seeking to supplement 
income from another job. Others want to supplement retirement income (16%) or provide opportunity 
for another person (16%). 

   

 They sell their 
produce using 
a variety of 
outlets, and 
most use 
more than 
one sales 
venue (Fig. 3). 
More than 
half sell at a farm stand – either on their own farm 
or elsewhere in the community. Slightly more than 
half also operate U-pick 
operations. 

Fig. 2. Main goal for growing specialty 
crops

To make a living 
growing specialty 
crops full time

To supplement 
income from a full 
time job

To provide income 
opportunity for a 
spouse or partner

To supplement 
retirement income

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

Farmers market Farm stand on my 
own farm

Farm stand(s) 
elsewhere in 
community

Upick CSA Direct (grocery 
store, co-op, 

wholesaler, etc.)

Fig. 3. How do you sell your products?

http://www.surveymonkey.com/
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The survey asked respondents to identify and rank the four management topics most important to them 
out of eight choices (Fig. 4). Overall, profitability of the farm, followed by recordkeeping, marketing, and 
profitability of individual enterprises made it into most respondents’ top four. When we look at what 
respondents identified as their #1, most important topic (dark blue bar), overall profitability of the farm 
again came out on top, followed by profitability of individual enterprises, and then recordkeeping.  

 

 When asked how 
they have applied  
information 
they’ve learned 
through 
participating in 
FBM education, 
nearly every 
respondent offered 
multiple responses 
(Fig. 5). More than 
75% used what they’ve learned in FBM to make pricing or marketing decisions and to assess 
profitability. More than half used it to monitor cash 
flow and/or make planting decisions. More than a 
third used it at tax time. 

All respondents said the program has helped their 
farming operaton. They rated the program an average 
of 3.38 on a scale of 1 to 4, with 1 being “not helpful 

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Overall 
profitability of 

my farm

Recordkeeping Improve or 
change 

marketing 
strategies

Profitability of 
individual 

enterprises

Pricing Business 
planning

Labor (hiring, 
wages, 

worker’s comp, 

Accounting

Fig. 4. Top four management topics, in order of importance
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100%

To make planting 
decisions

To make pricing 
or marketing 

decisions

In preparing my 
taxes

When talking to 
lenders or 
investors

To create and 
monitor cash flow

To assess my 
profitability

Fig. 5. How you use FBM

Fig. 6. Program's impact on farming 
operation to date

Extremely helpful (48%)

Very helpful (41%)

Moderately helpful (9%)

Not helpful at all (0%)
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at all” and 4 being “extremely helpful.” Nearly 90% gave it a “top box” rating of 3 or 4. 

In general, the 
survey respondents 
rated their 
instructors high in 
each of six areas 
related to program 
delivery (Fig. 7). 

 

 

 

 

One of the goals of this scholarship program is to 
collect enough data so that individual farms can use it 
to benchmark with a peer group of growers. 
Respondents endorsed this effort, with 90% saying the 
ability to compare their farm’s economic performance 
against an average of similar operations in the state 
would be extremely helpful or very helpful to them (Fig. 
8). 

 

 

MnSCU FBM instructors and programs provide data about participating farms to the Center for Farm 
Financial Management at the University of Minnesota, which publishes much of the data online at 
www.cffm.umn.edu.  

 

 

As with all MnSCU and CFFM programs, information about individual participants is kept confidential; 
only summary data are published for public use. 

Contact: Meg Moynihan | Minnesota Department of Agriculture | meg.moynihan@state.mn.us | 651-201-6616 
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Fig. 8. How useful would 
benchmarking data be?
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http://www.cffm.umn.edu/
mailto:meg.moynihan@state.mn.us%20%7C
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23%

8%

69%

Fig. 2. How does working with specialty crop growers 
compare to working with fieldcrop and dairy farmers?

Harder

Easier

About the same

MINNESOTA SPECIALTY CROP FARM BUSINESS MANAGEMENT SCHOLARSHIP PROGRAM 
                                                                ~ INSTRUCTOR PERSPECTIVES 2011 ~ 

In late spring 2011, the Minnesota Department of Agriculture surveyed Minnesota Farm Business Management (FBM) instructors who work with 
specialty crop growers. These instructors work with students who receive specialty crop FBM scholarships and grow fresh market apples, berries, 
grapes, pumpkins, sweet corn, and/or assorted vegetables (e.g., no canning crops). Scholarship funds are provided by the USDA Specialty Crop 
Block Grant Program and the Minnesota Department of Agriculture; they start at 80% of tuition and decrease by 10% every two semesters.  A 
total of 13 out of 18 instructors responded to a 10-question online survey (www.surveymonkey.com), for a response rate of 72%.  

Most instructors reported their students are highly motivated (Fig. 1). They 
said this is a fun and interesting population to work with for various reasons, 
including their interest, and enthusiasm, and eagerness to learn the subject 
matter, the fact that these students are a “clean slate” when it comes to this 
kind of instruction, and the fact that they come to farming and to FBM with a 
different, “outside the box” perspective. Instructors also cited some 
frustrations, including finding time to meet with growers who have off-farm 
jobs, lack of records and recordkeeping skills,  challenges of affording the 
program, and the fact that some growers are not used to looking at their 
farming operation as a business. 

 

 

Almost  a quarter of instructors reported that they find it harder to 
work with these students compared to their traditional crop and 
livestock students, while more than two thirds reported the level of 
difficulty is about the same. (And seven percent said it was 
easier!)(Fig. 2) 

46%

46%

8%

Fig. 1. In general, how motivated are your specialty crop 
FBM students to work with and learn from you?

4 (highly)

3

2

1 (not at all)

http://www.surveymonkey.com/
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More than three out of four instructors said they think that, by 
and large, their peers recognize specialty crops as a valid farming 
enterprise. More than half of them reported they have at least 
some students who want to “scale up” their operations to 
increase production (Fig. 3). 

We were interested in knowing which FBM topic instructors felt 
were most important to their specialty crop growers.  The top 
answer was Recordkeeping (average score 3.69 out of 4), 
followed by accounting (3.54), evaluating overall farm 
profitability (3.46), and evaluating the profitability of individual 

enterprises (3.38) (Fig. 4).   
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However, when a “top box” score was calculated (i.e., instructors rated importance “3” or “4” on a scale of 1-4), business planning, 
understanding financial measures, and evaluating overall farm profitability shared the top spot – 100% of instructors responding rated these 
topics a 3 or a 4.  

When asked what would help them be more effective at delivering educational programs to specialty crop students, instructors identified access 
to more and better benchmarking data as most important (average 3.7 out of 4 points), followed by mini grants for instructors to develop new 
programming (3.3) and professional resources (technology support and interaction with other specialty crop instructors both came in at 3.0). 

When it came to figuring out why students dropped out of the program, instructors reported an equal split among a variety of factors, including: 
student didn’t think he/she needed the information, instructor/student personality mismatch, cost, and time requirement. Cost scored no higher 
than any other factor (but it’s probably worth mentioning here that most students enrolled are still receiving scholarships of 70-80% per 
semester). 
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 Contact: Meg Moynihan | Minnesota Department of Agriculture | meg.moynihan@state.mn.us | 651-201-6616 

mailto:meg.moynihan@state.mn.us%20%7C
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Specialty Crop Farm Business Management 

2010 Annual Report 

 

 

This report includes financial summaries for 34 Minnesota farms that participated in the Specialty Crop 
Farm Business Management project from 2008 to 2010.  This project, managed by the Minnesota 
Department of Agriculture and funded by the Risk Management Agency, USDA, provides partial tuition 
support for Minnesota farmers who grow specific specialty crops to enroll in MnSCU Farm Business 
Management Education Programs.  Each participating farm completes an annual analysis of farm business 
and enterprise performance and agrees to share financial information via the FINBIN farm financial 
database supported by the Center for Farm Financial Management, University of Minnesota. 

 

Reports on whole farm performance include: 

 

• Financial Summary (farms sorted by years): Key financial indicators for these farms 
across the three years of this project completed to date.   

• 2010 Financial Summary (farms sorted by Net Farm Income):  Comparison of the 
financial position and performance of the high profit vs. the low profit farms in 2010. 
 

These farms are very diverse, particularly in size.  Many are part-time farms and do not rely on 
their farms for the major share of their living.  They may have small specialty crop enterprises 
and have no other farm activities.  Others are large full time farming operations which include 
conventional commodity production as well as specialty crops. 
 
The average specialty crop farm earned $58,012 in 2010.  However, the median (or middle) farm 
earned only $2,709.  This shows how much diversity there was in profitability between these 
farms.  A small number of very profitable farms increased or skewed the average of all farms.  
This is common for conventional farms as well, but seldom to this extent.   
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When the results for 2010 are sorted by net farm income, this diversity becomes even more clear.  
The “High 34%” group was very profitable while the lower return farms all reported negative 
returns on equity. However, these lower return farms also earned more non-farm income.   
 
The most profitable farms were much larger in terms of total assets.  Their repayment capacity 
was very strong, with a term debt coverage ratio of $4.42 available to pay every dollar of 
scheduled debt payments.  
 
One surprise and concern was that the less profitable farms, while smaller in terms of total assets, 
used relatively the same amount of debt capital per dollar of assets, but generated a lower profit 
margin. Small, specialty crop farms should expect—and generally need—higher operating 
margins than conventional farms to offset their lack of volume of sales.  A combination of high 
debt and low margins can be particularly dangerous.  While the debt level of these farms is not 
burdensome, this is something that these farms need to monitor.  Of course, this highlights the 
paradox of trying to improve efficiency without incurring higher high capital expenditures and 
additional borrowing. 
 
Liquidity is also a concern for the less profitable group.  The low profit group ended the year 
with negative working capital while the higher profit farms were in relatively strong liquidity 
positions.  With little inventory to cushion financial setbacks, these farms need to look at other 
strategies to offset short-term financial risks.  These include maintaining off-farm income 
sources and careful monitoring of short term debt and other short term obligations, while trying 
to build cash reserves and other liquid assets.  
Crop enterprise reports are included for: 
 

• Apples 
• Blueberries 
• Grapes 
• Pumpkins 
• Raspberries 
• Strawberries 
• Sweet corn 
• Assorted vegetables (multiple vegetables produced on the same plot or field). 

 

Five farms must have grown the crop to be included.  “Avg. Of All Farms” is the average over all three 
years of the project (2008 – 2010) to date.  If only the average column is included, it is the average for 
that crop over all three years. 

 
The enterprise reports also highlight the diversity of returns for these farms.  Strawberries have 
been consistent profit-makers over the three years of this project.  Raspberries and “assorted 
vegetables” have also been money-makers.  Pumpkins were profitable in 2010 but have lost 
money per acre, on average, over the last three years.  Apples, blueberries, grapes, and sweet 
corn have not been profitable, on average, for these farms over the 2008 – 2010 period.  It should 
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be noted that these are results from a very limited number of farms and other farms in the state 
may have experienced different financial results. Increasing the number of specialty crop 
operations that contribute their financial information will increase the accuracy and reliability of 
this data. 
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Financial Summary 
Specialty Crop Farm Business Management 

 (Farms Sorted By Years) 
 
                                       Avg. Of                                      
                                      All Farms        2010        2009        2008 
 
Number of farms                              83          34          28          21 
 
Income Statement 
   Gross cash farm income               420,933     208,014     541,857     604,428 
   Total cash farm expense              349,066     168,532     462,017     490,758 
   Net cash farm income                  71,867      39,482      79,840     113,670 
   Inventory change                      24,558      38,519      14,334      15,585 
   Depreciation                         -33,526     -19,561     -33,659     -55,960 
   Net farm income from operations       62,899      58,441      60,515      73,295 
   Gain or loss on capital sales            468        -428          13       2,525 
   Average net farm income               63,367      58,012      60,528      75,820 
   Median net farm income                 3,019       2,709       1,779      23,578 
 
Profitability (cost) 
   Rate of return on assets               5.0 %       7.6 %       4.4 %       3.3 % 
   Rate of return on equity               4.9 %      10.1 %       3.5 %       2.1 % 
   Operating profit margin               12.2 %      23.9 %       9.9 %       7.0 % 
   Asset turnover rate                   41.3 %      31.9 %      44.3 %      46.9 % 
 
Liquidity & Repayment (end of year) 
   Current assets                       284,250     157,221     349,734     402,605 
   Current liabilities                  101,350      75,372     103,226     140,907 
   Current ratio                           2.80        2.09        3.39        2.86 
   Working capital                      182,900      81,849     246,508     261,697 
   Working capital to gross inc          40.2 %      33.9 %      42.1 %      41.8 % 
   Term debt coverage ratio                2.38        3.36        2.10        1.99 
   Replacement coverage ratio              1.66        2.11        1.49        1.49 
 
Solvency (end of year at market) 
   Number of farms                           83          34          28          21 
   Total farm assets                  1,335,472   1,073,759   1,520,956   1,511,886 
   Total farm liabilities               518,700     415,036     608,849     566,341 
   Total assets                       1,533,618   1,280,503   1,699,527   1,722,210 
   Total liabilities                    568,932     459,785     665,700     616,624 
   Net worth                            964,685     820,718   1,033,827   1,105,586 
   Net worth change                      43,279      56,110      32,140      37,357 
   Farm debt to asset ratio                39 %        39 %        40 %        37 % 
   Total debt to asset ratio               37 %        36 %        39 %        36 % 
 
Nonfarm Information 
   Net nonfarm income                    28,094      29,049      31,271      22,312 
   Farms reporting living expenses           16           6           5           5 
   Total family living expense           57,798      58,423      53,423      61,424 
   Total living, invest, cap. purch      67,416      68,255      68,274      65,554 
 
Crop Acres 
   Total acres owned                        197         109         254         264 
   Total crop acres                         378         206         407         616 
   Total crop acres owned                   150          76         193         214 
   Total crop acres cash rented             224         123         214         402 
   Total crop acres share rented              3           6          -           -  
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2010 Financial Summary 
Specialty Crop Farm Business Management 

 (Farms Sorted By Net Farm Income) 
 
                                       Avg. Of                                      
                                      All Farms     Low 33%    33 - 66%    High 34% 
 
Number of farms                              34          11          11          12 
 
Liquidity 
  Current ratio                            2.09        0.91        4.48        2.15 
  Working capital                        81,849      -2,464      26,951     209,460 
  Working capital to gross inc           33.9 %      -5.9 %      47.4 %      35.3 % 
 
Solvency (market) 
  Farm debt to asset ratio                 39 %        42 %        37 %        38 % 
  Farm equity to asset ratio               61 %        58 %        63 %        62 % 
  Farm debt to equity ratio                0.63        0.74        0.58        0.62 
 
Profitability (cost) 
  Rate of return on farm assets           7.6 %      -5.6 %      -1.0 %      12.6 % 
  Rate of return on farm equity          10.1 %     -14.1 %      -6.4 %      18.0 % 
  Operating profit margin                23.9 %     -51.0 %      -4.9 %      31.9 % 
  Net farm income                        58,012     -13,793         652     176,414 
  EBIDTA                                 89,155         941      14,909     238,076 
 
Repayment Capacity 
  Capital debt repayment capacity        71,494      15,252      14,924     174,906 
  Capital debt repayment margin          50,208       4,666       2,923     135,300 
  Replacement margin                     37,543      -1,557      -6,367     113,634 
  Term debt coverage ratio                 3.36        1.44        1.24        4.42 
  Replacement coverage ratio               2.11        0.91        0.70        2.85 
 
Efficiency 
  Asset turnover rate (cost)             31.9 %      10.9 %      19.5 %      39.6 % 
  Operating expense ratio                63.1 %      97.7 %      73.8 %      59.9 % 
  Depreciation expense ratio              8.1 %      18.5 %      13.3 %       7.0 % 
  Interest expense ratio                  4.5 %      12.7 %      12.3 %       3.3 % 
  Net farm income ratio                  24.0 %     -33.0 %       1.1 %      29.7 % 
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Crop Enterprise Analysis 
Specialty Crop Farm Business Management 

(Average, 2008-2010) 
Apples on Owned Land 

 
                                       Avg. Of  
                                      All Farms 
 
Number of fields                             11 
Number of farms                               8 
 
Acres                                      7.09 
Yield per acre (bu.)                     217.85 
Operators share of yield %               100.00 
Value per bu.                             25.12 
Other product return per acre            114.38 
Total product return per acre          5,587.04 
Gross return per acre                  5,587.04 
 
Direct Expenses 
  Seed                                    32.53 
  Fertilizer                             201.99 
  Crop chemicals                         235.13 
  Crop insurance                          25.96 
  Irrigation energy                       27.42 
  Fuel & oil                             230.82 
  Repairs                                362.28 
  Custom hire                             53.58 
  Hired labor                            895.62 
  Utilities                               99.44 
  Hauling and trucking                   104.95 
  Marketing                              531.21 
  Operating interest                     165.02 
  Miscellaneous                           40.63 
Total direct expenses per acre         3,006.56 
Return over direct exp per acre        2,580.48 
 
Overhead Expenses 
  Hired labor                            207.98 
  Machinery leases                         0.61 
  Building leases                        348.25 
  RE & pers. property taxes              120.24 
  Farm insurance                         191.50 
  Utilities                               62.65 
  Dues & professional fees               315.45 
  Interest                                92.87 
  Mach & bldg depreciation               868.31 
  Miscellaneous                          472.35 
Total overhead expenses per acre       2,680.21 
Total dir & ovhd expenses per acre     5,686.76 
Net return per acre                      -99.73 
 
Government payments                          -  
Net return with govt pmts                -99.73 
Labor & management charge              1,096.01 
Net return over lbr & mgt             -1,195.74 
 
Cost of Production 
Total direct expense per bu.              13.80 
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Total dir & ovhd exp per bu.              26.10 
Less govt & other income                  25.58 
With labor & management                   30.61 
 
Net value per unit                        25.12 
Machinery cost per acre                1,215.09 
Est. labor hours per acre                119.12 
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Crop Enterprise Analysis 
Specialty Crop Farm Business Management 

(Average, 2008-2010) 
Blueberries on Owned Land 

 
                                       Avg. Of  
                                      All Farms 
 
Number of fields                             10 
Number of farms                               6 
 
Acres                                      0.67 
Yield per acre (lb.)                   1,677.61 
Operators share of yield %               100.00 
Value per lb.                              2.70 
Total product return per acre          4,528.11 
Gross return per acre                  4,528.11 
 
Direct Expenses 
  Seed                                    53.28 
  Fertilizer                             562.24 
  Crop chemicals                         160.00 
  Irrigation energy                       51.62 
  Fuel & oil                             167.41 
  Repairs                                287.50 
  Hired labor                          1,717.16 
  Marketing                              374.93 
  Operating interest                       1.74 
  Miscellaneous                          277.46 
Total direct expenses per acre         3,653.35 
Return over direct exp per acre          874.76 
 
Overhead Expenses 
  Hired labor                             35.05 
  RE & pers. property taxes               81.19 
  Farm insurance                         204.80 
  Utilities                               24.32 
  Dues & professional fees               245.93 
  Interest                                99.98 
  Mach & bldg depreciation               838.74 
  Miscellaneous                          788.28 
Total overhead expenses per acre       2,318.29 
Total dir & ovhd expenses per acre     5,971.64 
Net return per acre                   -1,443.53 
 
Government payments                          -  
Net return with govt pmts             -1,443.53 
Labor & management charge              1,576.41 
Net return over lbr & mgt             -3,019.94 
 
Cost of Production 
Total direct expense per lb.               2.18 
Total dir & ovhd exp per lb.               3.56 
Less govt & other income                   3.56 
With labor & management                    4.50 
 
Net value per unit                         2.70 
Machinery cost per acre                1,195.88 
Est. labor hours per acre                471.59 
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Crop Enterprise Analysis 
Specialty Crop Farm Business Management 

(Average, 2008-2010) 
Raspberries on Owned Land 

 
                                       Avg. Of  
                                      All Farms 
 
Number of fields                             10 
Number of farms                              10 
 
Acres                                      0.53 
Yield per acre (lb.)                   1,352.01 
Operators share of yield %               100.00 
Value per lb.                              3.20 
Total product return per acre          4,325.11 
Gross return per acre                  4,325.11 
 
Direct Expenses 
  Seed                                   124.95 
  Fertilizer                              51.24 
  Crop chemicals                          12.38 
  Irrigation energy                       14.16 
  Fuel & oil                              65.70 
  Repairs                                 58.61 
  Hired labor                            369.71 
  Utilities                               56.95 
  Hauling and trucking                    57.14 
  Marketing                              482.10 
  Operating interest                     228.04 
  Miscellaneous                           87.62 
Total direct expenses per acre         1,608.61 
Return over direct exp per acre        2,716.50 
 
Overhead Expenses 
  Hired labor                             91.06 
  RE & pers. property taxes               55.63 
  Farm insurance                          81.13 
  Utilities                               33.48 
  Dues & professional fees                65.28 
  Interest                               277.29 
  Mach & bldg depreciation               346.62 
  Miscellaneous                          102.59 
Total overhead expenses per acre       1,053.08 
Total dir & ovhd expenses per acre     2,661.69 
Net return per acre                    1,663.42 
 
Government payments                          -  
Net return with govt pmts              1,663.42 
Labor & management charge                805.00 
Net return over lbr & mgt                858.43 
 
Cost of Production 
Total direct expense per lb.               1.19 
Total dir & ovhd exp per lb.               1.97 
Less govt & other income                   1.97 
With labor & management                    2.56 
 
Net value per unit                         3.20 
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Machinery cost per acre                  349.28 
Est. labor hours per acre                123.08 
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Crop Enterprise Analysis 
Specialty Crop Farm Business Management 

Strawberries on Owned Land 
 

 
                                       Avg. Of                                      
                                      All Farms        2010        2009        2008 
 
Number of fields                             40          15          15          10 
Number of farms                              38          14          15           9 
 
Acres                                      2.67        2.57        2.99        2.35 
Yield per acre (lb.)                   5,567.61    5,491.37    4,970.04    6,834.56 
Operators share of yield %               100.00      100.00      100.00      100.00 
Value per lb.                              1.67        1.75        1.65        1.58 
Other product return per acre            149.27      413.77          -           -  
Total product return per acre          9,426.75   10,020.43    8,184.05   10,825.97 
Gross return per acre                  9,426.75   10,020.43    8,184.05   10,825.97 
 
Direct Expenses 
  Seed                                    35.55       52.02       25.52       27.66 
  Fertilizer                             218.62      246.66      192.05      223.32 
  Crop chemicals                         181.01      180.96      175.10      192.37 
  Crop insurance                          42.65       56.53       35.66       33.21 
  Irrigation energy                       75.69       47.30       99.23       77.34 
  Packaging and supplies                  48.75       75.80       51.00          -  
  Fuel & oil                             183.67      227.05      127.13      220.46 
  Repairs                                258.66      287.68      235.59      255.06 
  Custom hire                             25.23       12.95       49.00          -  
  Hired labor                            912.44      772.46      819.89    1,319.19 
  Utilities                              106.48       40.54      133.56      163.06 
  Hauling and trucking                    37.85      104.92          -           -  
  Marketing                              873.52    1,098.96      802.32      639.28 
  Operating interest                     167.51       64.04       45.71      570.17 
  Miscellaneous                          458.91      532.44      427.52      398.10 
Total direct expenses per acre         3,626.54    3,800.31    3,219.27    4,119.24 
Return over direct exp per acre        5,800.21    6,220.11    4,964.78    6,706.73 
 
Overhead Expenses 
  Hired labor                            252.06      486.36      182.57          -  
  Machinery leases                         2.09        2.70        0.46        4.22 
  Building leases                         29.69       52.29       25.80          -  
  RE & pers. property taxes              130.67       97.09      178.84       93.80 
  Farm insurance                         156.89      197.27      117.45      165.89 
  Utilities                               76.31      166.52       35.79        5.56 
  Dues & professional fees               233.37      166.08      351.52      118.13 
  Interest                               321.37      327.55      450.27       64.92 
  Mach & bldg depreciation               679.69      519.53      678.66      944.72 
  Miscellaneous                          371.35      235.03      427.62      487.73 
Total overhead expenses per acre       2,253.49    2,250.43    2,448.98    1,884.98 
Total dir & ovhd expenses per acre     5,880.02    6,050.74    5,668.25    6,004.22 
Net return per acre                    3,546.73    3,969.68    2,515.79    4,821.75 
 
Government payments                          -           -           -           -  
Net return with govt pmts              3,546.73    3,969.68    2,515.79    4,821.75 
Labor & management charge              1,390.62      925.27      903.36    3,085.95 
Net return over lbr & mgt              2,156.11    3,044.42    1,612.43    1,735.81 
 
Cost of Production 
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Total direct expense per lb.               0.65        0.69        0.65        0.60 
Total dir & ovhd exp per lb.               1.06        1.10        1.14        0.88 
Less govt & other income                   1.03        1.03        1.14        0.88 
With labor & management                    1.28        1.20        1.32        1.33 
 
Net value per unit                         1.67        1.75        1.65        1.58 
Machinery cost per acre                  961.11      904.50      919.80    1,133.00 
Est. labor hours per acre                207.22      204.50      194.78      235.44 
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Crop Enterprise Analysis 
Specialty Crop Farm Business Management 

(Average, 2008-2010) 
Grapes on Owned Land 

 
                                       Avg. Of  
                                      All Farms 
 
Number of fields                              5 
Number of farms                               5 
 
Acres                                      3.05 
Yield per acre (ton)                       0.55 
Operators share of yield %               100.00 
Value per ton                          1,308.93 
Total product return per acre            718.41 
Gross return per acre                    718.41 
 
Direct Expenses 
  Fertilizer                              72.79 
  Crop chemicals                         258.62 
  Fuel & oil                              26.88 
  Repairs                                 48.73 
  Custom hire                            390.95 
  Operating interest                       9.63 
Total direct expenses per acre           807.61 
Return over direct exp per acre          -89.20 
 
Overhead Expenses 
  Hired labor                            122.95 
  RE & pers. property taxes               10.97 
  Farm insurance                           4.55 
  Utilities                               45.83 
  Interest                                 7.71 
  Mach & bldg depreciation               224.80 
  Miscellaneous                            8.21 
Total overhead expenses per acre         425.02 
Total dir & ovhd expenses per acre     1,232.63 
Net return per acre                     -514.22 
 
Government payments                          -  
Net return with govt pmts               -514.22 
Labor & management charge                189.63 
Net return over lbr & mgt               -703.85 
 
Cost of Production 
Total direct expense per ton           1,471.45 
Total dir & ovhd exp per ton           2,245.83 
Less govt & other income               2,245.83 
With labor & management                2,591.34 
 
Net value per unit                     1,308.93 
Machinery cost per acre                  665.06 
Est. labor hours per acre                174.09 
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Crop Enterprise Analysis 
Specialty Crop Farm Business Management 
(2009, 2010, and Average, 2008-2010) 

Pumpkins on Owned Land 
 
 
                                       Avg. Of                          
                                      All Farms        2010        2009 
 
Number of fields                             25          10          11 
Number of farms                              25          10          11 
 
Acres                                      2.74        3.26        2.51 
Total product return per acre          1,442.33    1,537.57    1,241.52 
Other crop income per acre                 1.46          -         3.62 
Gross return per acre                  1,443.79    1,537.57    1,245.13 
 
Direct Expenses 
  Seed                                   131.21      124.72      126.62 
  Fertilizer                             105.19       91.23      105.37 
  Crop chemicals                          53.34       53.53       43.18 
  Crop insurance                           4.24        5.83          -  
  Irrigation energy                       39.27       17.57       66.08 
  Fuel & oil                              58.96       62.90       49.79 
  Repairs                                 64.04       67.22       66.02 
  Custom hire                              2.19        4.60          -  
  Hired labor                             16.49       19.94        9.04 
  Machinery leases                         3.39        3.74        3.98 
  Utilities                               12.52       12.27       16.53 
  Hauling and trucking                    14.61       30.67          -  
  Marketing                               95.12       79.05       88.39 
  Operating interest                      10.44        2.21        2.73 
  Miscellaneous                          108.33      110.64      110.67 
Total direct expenses per acre           719.34      686.11      688.39 
Return over direct exp per acre          724.46      851.46      556.74 
 
Overhead Expenses 
  Hired labor                            154.35       74.55      294.21 
  Machinery leases                         0.44        0.32        0.17 
  Building leases                         17.19       22.93       15.52 
  RE & pers. property taxes               80.66       54.58       85.80 
  Farm insurance                          50.18       44.17       39.96 
  Utilities                               14.03       22.45        7.96 
  Dues & professional fees                30.30       26.73       20.47 
  Interest                                54.65       55.13       55.59 
  Mach & bldg depreciation               263.11      156.41      264.66 
  Miscellaneous                           98.25       36.93      182.15 
Total overhead expenses per acre         763.15      494.21      966.48 
Total dir & ovhd expenses per acre     1,482.49    1,180.32    1,654.88 
Net return per acre                      -38.69      357.25     -409.74 
 
Government payments                          -           -           -  
Net return with govt pmts                -38.69      357.25     -409.74 
Labor & management charge                340.20      185.01       91.35 
Net return over lbr & mgt               -378.90      172.24     -501.09 
 
Machinery cost per acre                  339.62      264.60      318.81 
Est. labor hours per acre                 71.46       42.65       70.51 
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Crop Enterprise Analysis 
Specialty Crop Farm Business Management 

(2010 and Average, 2008-2010) 
Sweet Corn, Direct Market, on Owned Land 

 
                                       Avg. Of              
                                      All Farms        2010 
 
Number of fields                             12           7 
Number of farms                              12           7 
 
Acres                                      3.75        4.64 
Yield per acre (doz.)                    391.04      417.17 
Operators share of yield %               100.00      100.00 
Value per doz.                             3.40        3.56 
Total product return per acre          1,329.93    1,483.57 
Other crop income per acre                28.89          -  
Gross return per acre                  1,358.82    1,483.57 
 
Direct Expenses 
  Seed                                   154.78      148.93 
  Fertilizer                             122.91      130.56 
  Crop chemicals                          74.06       74.37 
  Crop insurance                           2.22        3.08 
  Irrigation energy                       19.19       25.87 
  Fuel & oil                              55.85       70.85 
  Repairs                                 67.25       89.20 
  Custom hire                             20.51       25.02 
  Hired labor                             26.67       36.92 
  Machinery leases                         1.07        1.48 
  Utilities                                1.28        0.61 
  Hauling and trucking                    11.11       15.38 
  Marketing                              114.80      158.95 
  Operating interest                       1.96        2.25 
  Miscellaneous                           55.80        5.40 
Total direct expenses per acre           729.46      788.86 
Return over direct exp per acre          629.36      694.71 
 
Overhead Expenses 
  Hired labor                            236.99      327.92 
  Machinery leases                         1.18        1.63 
  RE & pers. property taxes               48.82       65.58 
  Farm insurance                          52.98       72.68 
  Utilities                               37.77       52.08 
  Dues & professional fees                35.56       48.60 
  Interest                                90.58      106.13 
  Mach & bldg depreciation               117.96      158.95 
  Miscellaneous                           69.57       94.25 
Total overhead expenses per acre         691.42      927.81 
Total dir & ovhd expenses per acre     1,420.88    1,716.66 
Net return per acre                      -62.06     -233.09 
 
Government payments                        1.30        1.64 
Net return with govt pmts                -60.76     -231.45 
Labor & management charge                361.22      482.05 
Net return over lbr & mgt               -421.97     -713.50 
 
Cost of Production 
Total direct expense per doz.              1.87        1.89 
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Total dir & ovhd exp per doz.              3.63        4.12 
Less govt & other income                   3.56        4.11 
With labor & management                    4.48        5.27 
 
Net value per unit                         3.40        3.56 
Machinery cost per acre                  250.40      329.21 
Est. labor hours per acre                 42.51       41.39 
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Crop Enterprise Analysis 
Specialty Crop Farm Business Management 

(2010 and Average, 2008-2010) 
Vegetables, Assorted, on Owned Land 

 
                                       Avg. Of              
                                      All Farms        2010 
 
Number of fields                              7           5 
Number of farms                               7           5 
 
Acres                                      4.71        4.55 
Yield per acre ($)                     8,234.33    9,387.38 
Operators share of yield %               100.00      100.00 
Value per $                                1.04        1.05 
Total product return per acre          8,600.27    9,903.60 
Gross return per acre                  8,600.27    9,903.60 
 
Direct Expenses 
  Seed                                   550.48      680.70 
  Fertilizer                             235.64      317.19 
  Crop chemicals                          61.21       88.79 
  Crop insurance                          12.88       18.68 
  Irrigation energy                        1.91        2.77 
  Packaging and supplies                  52.36       75.96 
  Fuel & oil                             302.24      348.03 
  Repairs                                321.17      382.76 
  Custom hire                              3.03        4.40 
  Hired labor                            213.64      191.21 
  Utilities                               35.85       40.92 
  Hauling and trucking                   193.94      281.32 
  Marketing                              158.61      228.53 
  Operating interest                       2.94        3.44 
  Miscellaneous                          106.64       47.78 
Total direct expenses per acre         2,252.53    2,712.47 
Return over direct exp per acre        6,347.74    7,191.13 
 
Overhead Expenses 
  Hired labor                            380.11      551.36 
  Machinery leases                         0.60        0.87 
  Building leases                         52.42       42.64 
  RE & pers. property taxes               67.76       90.41 
  Farm insurance                         151.98      186.50 
  Utilities                              138.73      201.24 
  Dues & professional fees               155.65      193.62 
  Interest                             1,120.60    1,166.09 
  Mach & bldg depreciation               538.73      667.76 
  Miscellaneous                          352.84      497.78 
Total overhead expenses per acre       2,959.42    3,598.26 
Total dir & ovhd expenses per acre     5,211.95    6,310.74 
Net return per acre                    3,388.32    3,592.87 
 
Government payments                          -           -  
Net return with govt pmts              3,388.32    3,592.87 
Labor & management charge              1,131.96    1,288.09 
Net return over lbr & mgt              2,256.36    2,304.78 
 
Cost of Production 
Total direct expense per $                 0.27        0.29 
Total dir & ovhd exp per $                 0.63        0.67 
Less govt & other income                   0.63        0.67 
With labor & management                    0.77        0.81 
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Net value per unit                         1.04        1.05 
Machinery cost per acre                1,123.56    1,363.56 
Est. labor hours per acre                224.58      286.84 
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Program 
flyer/brochure
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8’ banner stand display 
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Fact Sheet for Farm Business Management Instructors 
Working with Direct Market Specialty Crop Producers 

By Thaddeus McCamant, Northland College 

 

 Fruit and vegetable growers with small acreages represent one of the few categories of farmers 
who are increasing in number.  The increasing number of farms is both a response to the rising 
demand for locally grown produce and small landowners hoping to make money off their land.  This 
fact sheet is intended to help Farm Business Management Instructors who are interested in working 
with the growing number of Specialty Crop Producers. 

 People go into fruit and vegetable production for a variety of financial and personal reasons.  
Many fruit and vegetable producers want to make money off their small acreage and have neither the 
equipment nor the land required to profitably raise traditional row crops.  Urban people who want to 
start farming are often attracted to fruits and vegetables due to the small land and equipment 
requirements.  Of the roughly fifty farms enrolled in the Specialty Crops Management Program, 
about a third of the farms are beginning farmers.  The remaining businesses include both lifelong 
fruit and vegetable growers and farmers who formerly raised dairy, beef or row crops. 

 Some beginning farmers and second career farmers do not worry about making money, but 
those people rarely enroll in Farm Business Management programs.  Most have the goal of making 
enough money to quit their jobs one day, but 28% of the people enrolled in Specialty Crops still rely 
on their day job for the majority of their income (Table 1).  Only 6% of the businesses enrolled in 
Specialty crops are farmers who supplement their farm income with fruits or vegetables.  Many 
producers are retired and want to supplement their retirement by growing and selling fruit.   

 

Table 1. Financial Goals for Students enrolled in Specialty Crops Management.   

 

 

 

 

  

Although many crops can be grown in 
Minnesota, only a few have been demonstrated 

Primary family income  
 38% 

Supplement income from full time job
 28% 

Supplement retirement income 
 28% 

Business for spouse of farmer 
   6% 
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to be economically viable (Table 2).  Production costs are typically high in Minnesota, so profitable 
crops have better quality than products sold in grocery stores or the crops thrive in Minnesota’s 
unique climate.  Crops such as pie cherries and Saskatoons might be profitable, but there is currently 
not enough data to devise a cash flow.  Others, like currants and gooseberries grow exceptionally well 
in Minnesota’s soils and climate, but are unprofitable due to low local demand.  Hardy pears, 
meanwhile, suffer from low yields.   

 

Table 2: Fruit and Vegetable crops for Minnesota.  The information comes from both FinPack analyses 
and discussions with producers. 

Crops proven to  be 
profitable 

Crops whose profitability has not been 
proven  

Strawberries Pie cherries 

Red raspberries Currants 

Blueberries Gooseberries 

Apples (southern 1/3 
of state) 

Apples (northern half of state) 

Mixed Vegetables Hardy pears 

Asparagus Aronia berries 

Tomatoes Lingonberries 

Pumpkins Hazel nuts 

Shitake mushrooms Elderberries 

Sweet corn Chokecherries 

Peas Saskatoons/June berries 

Hardy plums  

 

 

Direct Marketing 

Prospective direct market farmers must investigate where and how they will market their products 
before they plant their crops.  The most common outlets include farmer’s markets, roadside stands, 
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Pick-Your-Own (PYO) patches, farm sales, restaurant sales and sales to grocery stores.  At first 
glance, direct market farming looks like profitability is guaranteed, because the farmer can set their 
own price, but marketing costs can be very high, often representing 1/3 of final price of the product 
for producers selling at farmers markets.  Prospective direct market farmers must also ask themselves 
if they like dealing with customers.  Perhaps the biggest mistake direct market producers make is 
overestimating the demand for unique products. 

 

Table 3. Advantages and disadvantages of direct marketing 

Advantages Disadvantages 

Can set price High marketing costs 

Immune to commodity price 
fluctuations 

Market is limited to nearby 
towns 

Consistent demand from year to 
year 

Sales can be hurt by adverse 
weather 

 Extra management skills 
required 

 

Producers who want to run PYO farms can and should calculate the potential market in their area.  
Although there are few guidelines for many crops, the market for some crops cam be estimated: 

Strawberries.  80% of the customers at a PYO strawberry farm come from a 25 mile radius.  
Rural customers pick more fruit than urban customers.  In rural areas, 2500 people in a 25 mile radius 
can support one acre of PYO strawberries.  In urban areas, 10,000 people in a 25 mile radius can 
support one acre of PYO strawberries.  A prospective strawberry grower should calculate both the 
population within 25 miles of the farm and the number of producers within a 50 mile radius.  If the 
population within a 25 mile radius is 11,000, the population can support 4 acres of PYO strawberries.  
But if there is a one acre farm 25 miles away, the farm can only support 3 acres. 

Raspberries  The demand for raspberries is roughly a fourth that of strawberries.  The growth 
in raspberry demand has been matched with a growth in production, resulting in a saturated market 
in many parts of Minnesota. 

Blueberries.  The market for blueberries is not saturated in Minnesota 

Pumpkins.  Most years, Minnesota farmers grow far more pumpkins than they sell.  Growers 
interested in pumpkins should either have a contract or invest in agritourism. 
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Apples.  Most medium to large apple growers sell both direct and to grocery stores.  There is 
concern that the wholesale outlets are being closed, which would cause overproduction at many 
farmers markets.  Currently, only two cultivars of apple, Zestar and Honeycrisp, are consistently 
profitable. 

 

 

Returns for Selected Crops 

The following figures for strawberries and pumpkins are based on averages generated by FinPack.  
The figures for other crops are based on averages of profitable producers.  Overhead costs vary 
tremendously from farm to farm, depending on whether or not a producer is buying land, or if the 
producer is trying to pay for a large acreage and house off a small acreage of specialty crops.  For cash 
flows, the most reliable figures to use are returns after direct expenses. 

 

Table 4: Per acre returns for several crops in Minnesota, 2009 

Crop Gross 
returns
/A 

Direct 
expense
s/A 

Retur
ns 
after 
Direct 
Expen
ses 

Overh
ead 
expens
es 

Net 
retu
rn. 

Strawber
ries 

$9000 $3700 $5300 $2300 $300
0 

Pumpkin
s* 

$1804 $1020 $785 $1635 -
$850 

Apples $7627 $4110 $3509 $2507 $100
1 

*On-farm pumpkins sales were low in 2009 due to poor weather 

 

Labor Requirements 

The highest expense for direct market fruit and vegetable growers is labor.  Even the largest growers 
spend a great deal of time working in the field.  Growers should expect to spend 10 hours per week for 
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all months listed, but there are peak work times for each crop.  During peak workloads, expect to use 
20 man hours per acre. 

 

 

Table 5.  Labor requirements for selected fruit and vegetable crops. 

Crop Maximum 
farm size 
without hired 
help (2 people) 

Months 
plants need 
work 

Peak work 
months 

Strawberries 
(establishment) 

½ acre April-
November 

May-July 

Strawberries 
(picking) 

1 acre** April-
November 

June, July 

Apples* 
(picking) 

4 acres March-
November 

March, June 
September 

Raspberries 2 acres** March-
October 

March, July 

Pumpkins 20 acres May-
September 

September 

Blueberries 1 acre March-
November 

April, July 

*After planting, apples need little work for two years.  The workload increases exponentially from year 2 to 
year 5. 

** Assuming all PYO.   

 

Establishment Costs 

All perennial fruit and vegetable crops require a large investment in money and labor before any sales 
occur.  In all crops, the key to profitability is to get maximum growth during year or two after 
planting.  Producers who try to cut corners during the establishment year, either by cutting back on 
irrigation or soil preparation, nearly always regret their decision.  With good site preparation, most 
crops will cash flow two or three years after planting, but will only pay off the initial investment 
after four to five years. 
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Crop Years until 
production 

Establishment 
Costs 

Asparagus 3  

Strawberries 1 $3,000 

Apples 3 $8,000 

Raspberries 2 $4,000 

Blueberries 4 $10,000 
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