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MEMO 

TO: Amy Talbot, Associate Planner, Chicago Metropolitan Agency for Planning 

CC: Susan Christopherson, Professor, City and Regional Planning, Cornell University 

Peter Wissoker, Teaching Assistant, City and Regional Planning, Cornell University 

FROM: Anna Brawley, City and Regional Planning, Cornell University 

DATE: December 6, 2010 

RE: Comparing Local and Regional Food Systems as Frameworks for Economic 

Development and Food Policy in Metropolitan Areas  

 

Interest in our food system—how food is produced, transported, sold, and consumed—

has grown in recent years, linked with parallel concerns about health, social equity, and 

environmental stewardship.  Popular discussion about food has so far been dominated by the 

values of the local food movement, founded by sustainable agriculture advocates who promote 

small-scale alternatives to the global food economy through direct relationships between farmers 

and consumers.  When considering a metropolitan region’s food needs and variety of food-

related activity, however, the local food movement’s scale and strategies are insufficient to meet 

regional demand and omit much of the food-related economic sector. 

This memo defines local and regional food systems, compares the scale and economic 

composition of those systems, and argues that economic development agencies and policymakers 

should recognize the significance of food to a region’s economic health, but recognize the 

limitations of local food as a basis for policy.  Public policy should support the entire regional 

food system, including both mainstream and alternative activities, in order to further goals of 

improving quality of life and strengthening the region’s economy. 

Defining Local and Regional Food Systems 

“Local” and “regional” are geographic references with vague definitions.  The 2008 Farm 

Bill defines “local and regional” as food producers and processors selling within 400 miles of 

their products’ origin, but surveys suggest that most consumers define local food as sourced 

within 100 miles or their home state.
1
  Some use the concept of a foodshed to determine the 

boundaries of their region’s food sources, but even this definition is difficult to operationalize 

because its size is dependent on population and level of agricultural activity.   

Local.  The local food movement developed from the ideology of sustainable agriculture, 

which promotes ecologically-based growing methods and stronger relationships between 

producer and consumer.  “Local” usually connotes food produced outside the mainstream supply 

chain, sold directly to consumers through farmers’ markets and community-supported agriculture 

(CSA).  The term also describes urban agricultural operations (community gardens or small 

urban farms), but is popularly understood as city dwellers supporting rural farmers.   

Actors:  Farmers who exclusively or partially produce direct-market food; consumers; 

institutional and restaurant buyers; (rarely) wholesale buyers 
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Products:  Vegetables and produce; meat; some cheese, preserves, value-added products 

Scale and Supply Chain:  Small, family-owned farms; consumer purchases; limited 

wholesale, mainly to public institutions (Farm-to-School and similar incentive programs) 

Regional.  There is no popular equivalent “regional food” movement, but some 

researchers and food advocate for a more holistic view of food-related activities which should be 

supported through public policy.  Regions differ in size, from one metropolitan area to a cluster 

of states, and the scale of their policy needs differ accordingly.  A regional food system balances 

equity and pragmatism; it prioritizes meeting the population’s food needs using a combination of 

local and mainstream supply chains to ensure demand is met, while striving to support local food 

activity where feasible.
2
  This framework may also support transitional policies designed to 

integrate local food operations into existing channels which currently rely on the global system. 

Actors:  Farmers (commodity and direct-market producers); food processing firms; 

wholesale sellers and buyers; food retailers including restaurants and grocery stores 

Products:  All food for human consumption, including fresh produce and meat; 

processed, pre-packaged, and other value-added foods; and retail prepared food 

Scale and Supply Chain:  Small- and large-scale farms; direct-market foods; mediated 

supply chains (long-distance shipping, wholesale, processed and value-added); all scales 

at which food moves through a given region. 

Food Policy Recommendations 

Food-sector establishments, from producers to retail sellers, comprise an estimated 11% 

of all U.S. businesses, with even greater concentration in some metropolitan areas.
3
  While 

agricultural producers are the vital origin of our food products, their input represents only a 

fraction of the total food purchase dollar, and direct-to consumer sales represented only 0.8% of 

all agricultural sales in 2007.
4
  Policymakers should therefore look beyond local agricultural 

producers when creating food policy to benefit the regional economy, considering all food-

related activity as an important productive sector and a resource to meet regional food demand. 

Policy Actions to Support a Regional Food System 

• Study existing food sector activity to establish baselines for measuring the region’s food 

economy, including agricultural producers, product supply chains, retail outlets, and 

alternative activities such as farmers’ markets and community gardens 

• Identify critical gaps between supply and demand in the region, e.g. neighborhoods with 

limited access to retail food, and determine alternatives for equitably meeting food needs 

• Integrate the food sector into economic development policy, either as a target industry or 

as part of a comprehensive policy agenda, according to the sector’s strengths 

• Create a Food Policy Council or similar entity to establish coalitions among farmers, 

businesses, governments and public agencies, and food advocacy organizations 
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