CONTEXT MATTERS: VISIONING A FOOD HUB IN

YOLO AND SOLANO COUNTIES

PREPARED FOR:

THE AG AND FOOD ALLIANCE

By:
CRD 298: FOOD SYSTEMS ANALYSIS, UC DAVIS
DANIELLE BOULE
GEORGE HUBERT
ANNA JENSEN
ALANNAH KULL
JULIA VAN SOELEN KIM
COURTNEY MARSHALL
KELSEY MEAGHER

THEA RITTENHOUSE

-JUNE 2011 -
1



EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

OVERVIEW

This report was prepared by a team of students at UC Davis for the Yolo Ag and Food
Alliance (AFA). The objective was to examine the plausibility of creating a food hub in
Yolo and Solano Counties. To achieve this, the UC Davis research team explored recent
trends in food hubs across the country and conducted a food system assessment of the
two counties. The food system assessment tracks historical trends and data in Yolo and
Solano Counties for five sectors of the food system: production, processing, distribution,
retail, and consumption. By analyzing these sectors, the report provides a context to
better understand the viability of a possible food hub in the region and includes exercises

and recommendations to help guide the AFA through a planning process.

We designed this report to help the AFA understand the context of the local food system,
create a common vision for a food hub, compile background information for future
funding applications, and facilitate partnerships for the next stage in the design process

for a food hub.

RESULTS

The UC Davis research team found a wide range of existing food hub models, from
centralized aggregation facilities to virtual models with no physical infrastructure. In each
of these cases, the local food system context determined the ultimate success of the food
hub. Likewise, in Yolo and Solano Counties, the success of a food hub will depend on an
understanding of the AFA’s vision and goals, the characteristics of the regional food
system, the size and reach appropriate for the hub’s context, and relationships between
key stakeholders. A food hub’s success will also be determined by a thorough
understanding of current and past attempts to create aggregation and distribution

infrastructure in the region.

The AFA should consider several key characteristics of the regional food system in

designing a food hub. Most producers in the region are large-scale commodity growers



who serve non-local markets. The region also contains a large number of small-scale
growers (especially in Clarksburg and Capay Valley) who may benefit from a local food
hub. A successful food hub could build upon existing agri-tourism efforts to create an
identity for the counties. There has been an interest to switch to organic production for a
wholesale market, but this has typically served customers outside of the region. The
current distribution industry handles mostly non-local food products and distribution
companies face many complex barriers. It is not clear whether a food hub would

overcome all of these barriers.

Nonetheless, the region contains many current and potential retail markets for local
agricultural products, and local consumers are very interested in purchasing local food.
Unfortunately, many local residents lack the resources to obtain fresh, healthy food; the
presence of food deserts and high obesity rates indicate that local emergency food
programs and entitlement programs have not fully addressed the nutritional needs of

residents.

In the end, the UC Davis research team does not feel confident about the success of a
potential food hub based on the data they collected and the significant financial risk
associated with starting such a project. Indeed, several past attempts to create a food hub
in this region demonstrate the magnitude of these risks. Before investing in a food hub,
the AFA might consider collaborating with other current efforts in Northern California or
strengthening existing infrastructure for food distribution in this region. Given the
significant risks associated with creating a food hub, the AFA should first ensure that a
food hub would address the major concerns of local producers, distributors, and

consumers before agreeing to undertake this project.

RECOMMENDATIONS
Based on this research, the UC Davis research team makes the following
recommendations:
1.) Define and clarify a vision for a food hub. The AFA must agree upon its
definition of a food hub, and this vision must align with the assets and needs of

the local food system.



2.) Understand why past attempts to create alternative aggregation and distribution
infrastructure in Yolo and Solano Counties have been unsuccessful, and identify
current local food hub efforts.

3.) Understand the specific needs and interests of key stakeholders in a potential food
hub, including small and mid-size farmers, processors, retailers, and consumers.

4.) Identify how processing will fit into an envisioned food hub.

5.) Identify cold storage space that is available for possible food aggregation in Yolo
and Solano Counties.

6.) Understand current successes where distribution companies have sourced limited
local produce and consider ways in which this may be strengthened and
expanded.

7.) Explore the current barriers facing distribution companies, like road
infrastructure, seasonality, price points, etc., and determine whether a food hub
could overcome these challenges.

8.) Explore consumer interest in buying local products and retailer interest in
advertising these items.

9.) Consider including mechanisms to assure affordable food access in a potential
food hub, such as balancing sales between higher prices and volume for
institutional buyers and subsidized prices for low-income consumers.

10.) Identify potential funding streams and other resources that will aid in planning
and implementing a food hub (many of which are still being developed by the
USDA).
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I ntroduction

“Food hubs” have recently received attention and popularity from multiple groups whose
interests intersect with food, agriculture, and community and economic development.
The food hub concept represents an organizational vehicle for these groups to collaborate
and create positive change for their members and local food systems. While we will
discuss the complexities of defining a food hub in greater detail later in this report, the
UC Davis research team offers the following working definition as a starting point: A
food hub is a physical site for aggregation, storage, light processing, and distribution of

food products from small- to mid-scale farms within a region.

In early 2011, the UC Davis research team was tasked by the Yolo Ag and Food Alliance
(AFA) with examining the plausibility of a food hub in Yolo and Solano Counties.' In
envisioning a possible food hub, the team recognized the importance of conducting a
food system assessment of the two counties. A food system assessment is an analytical

examination of the various components of a food system.

The UC Davis research team chose to focus on the following sectors: production,
processing, distribution, retail, and consumption. This assessment identifies major
participants, historical patterns, and recent changes to each sector. The report offers
background context and qualitative and quantitative data sets that can be utilized as a
starting point for visioning a food hub. It also offers a variety of exercises, data, and
recommendations to help guide the AFA through this process. The assessment starts with
background information and trends in food hubs. It then includes an analysis of the
various segments of the Yolo and Solano County food systems. The report ends with a
series of recommendations for next steps. The study is neither a specific business plan
nor a vision statement. Rather, the study marks an initial step toward the planning and

design of a food hub.

" The Yolo AFA is interested in a wide range of distribution, processing, and aggregation infrastructure to
support local growers. For the sake of simplicity, the UC Davis research team uses the term “food hub” to
refer to these diverse efforts.
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The specific opportunities for a potential food hub emerge from an examination of the
local food system. Several key questions underlie the analysis of the local Yolo-Solano
food system. These questions attempt to reveal both the immediate feasibility and, more

generally, the social utility afforded by a food hub:

o What are the opportunities and barriers for processing, distributing,

selling and buying local products?

o Supply Analysis: What is the production capacity? What exactly is
included in aggregation, processing, and distribution infrastructure?
What is the current situation in regard to the infrastructure? Where are

the gaps in this infrastructure?

o Demand Analysis: What is the current consumer demand for and access to

local food?

e What are possible economic, social, and environmental role(s) for the

food hub or other alternative processing and distribution infrastructure?

While not all of these questions were comprehensively addressed, they guided the general
direction of the report. This report suggests multiple opportunities and potential
relationships that may support a food hub in the Yolo-Solano region in order to

strengthen the sustainability of the local food system.

This report can be used as a tool to:
e Better understand the viability of a food hub within the context of the local
food system;
e Assist the AFA in creating a common vision for a food hub;

e Provide the AFA with background information that can help secure
funding;

e Facilitate the partnerships necessary to implement a food hub.

The primary audience for this report is the AFA, with secondary audience including those
interested and engaged with the food system in Yolo and Solano Counties. The primary

purpose of the work is to provide a holistic picture of the Yolo and Solano County food
10



system to better understand how the current state of the food system might inform the

development of a food hub.

M ethodology

In winter 2011, prior to conducting research for this report, the research team studied the
field of Food System Analysis to prepare and learn how to conduct our own analysis.
Subsequently, the research team collaborated with the AFA to conduct a food system
assessment of Yolo and Solano Counties to inform their preliminary work on food hubs.
In March 2011 the research team met with Morgan Doran from the AFA to discuss the
AFA’s initial interests in a food hub and then with Marsha Gibbs to present our initial
research questions based on our understanding of the AFA’s interests and goals. In May
2011, the research team met with other member of the AFA at their monthly meeting, as
an opportunity get feedback on our process and re-align our research with the AFA’s
needs. To close the process, the research team presented their findings and

recommendations to the AFA at their June 2011 meeting.

M ethodological Approach

Throughout this assessment, the research team attempts to balance the goal of a holistic
assessment with targeted and strategic analysis of primary segments of the food system,
including production, processing, distribution, retail, and consumption. Due to constraints
of time and resources, this assessment does not include an analysis of waste removal and
recycling, and the authors make no claims to exhaustive or definitive data collection.
Rather, the assessment provides a well-balanced “snapshot” of the state of the local food

system.

Scope/Scale

In terms of time, this assessment looks back and forward, but only slightly. While we
strongly believe a historical understanding of the region and a constant look to the future
are essential in food system planning, constraints in our own time necessitate that the

majority of this analysis looks at the present conditions only. In terms of the geographic
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region, primary attention is given to Yolo and Solano Counties, but the report includes
brief references to other areas including the greater Sacramento Region, the Bay Area,
and California, as a whole. Given the research team’s location at UC Davis, the
assessment admittedly provides more personal knowledge and perspective within Yolo

County, although the report tries to give equal attention to the two counties.

Methods

The assessment highlights quantitative data from numerous secondary data sources
included in the bibliography. The research team compiled a significant amount of data
through thorough Internet research in the processing, distribution, and retail sections
when official data sources were unavailable. Finally, this report includes a limited
amount of primary data that is qualitative in nature, collected through informal
interviews, guest lectures, and conversations with food system actors in the region. This
qualitative data is meant to provide glimpses into the lived realities of local food system
actors and a deeper understanding of the kinds of opportunities and challenges available

to them.

Profile of Yolo & Solano Counties

Yolo and Solano Counties are located in northern California

between San Francisco and Sacramento. After the California gold

rush, agriculture emerged as the main industry in these counties.

Even today, the region dominates the national market for canning
and processed tomatoes (Yolo County history, 2011; Solano

County history, 2011).

Demographics

Yolo County has a population of 200,709
residents (Yolo County’s statistical
and demographic profile, 2010). The

county contains four incorporated cities



(Davis, West Sacramento, Winters, and Woodland) and several unincorporated

communities (Rumsey, Guinda, Capay, Brooks, Madison, Zamora, Dunnigan, Knights

Landing, Clarksburg). With a population of 66,005, Davis is the largest city in Yolo

County, but Woodland (population 56,399) is the county seat.

Solano County’s main cities include Benicia, Vallejo, Suisun City, Dixon, Vacaville, Rio

Vista, and Fairfield (Solano County history, 2011). As of 2010, Solano County had a

population of 427,837 residents. With a population of 121,435 residents, Vallejo is the

largest city in Solano County. Basic demographic indicators for Yolo and Solano

Counties have been summarized in the following table:

(people per sq. mile)

Y olo County Solano County California
Population 200,709 427,837 37,253,956
Population density 166 476 234

Racial composition

67.7% White

25.9% Hispanic

9.9% Asian

2% African American
1.2% Native American
0.3% Pacific Islander
5.2% Multiracial

63.5% White

22.8% Hispanic

15.3% African American
14% Asian

1% Native American
0.9% Pacific Islander
5.1% Multiracial

61.3% White

36.1% Hispanic

12.3% Asian

6.2% African
American

2.2% Multiracial

0.8% Native American

65.3% between 18-64
9.4% over 65

62.2% between 18-64
9.5% over 65

0.4% Pacific Islander
English as a first 68.5% 76% 57.6%
language
Number of households | 60,000 130,000 35,464,229
Average household 2.71 people 2.9 people 2.91 people
size
Median age 30 years 34 years 34.6 years
Age profile 25.3% under 18 28.3% under 18 24.6% under 18

64.5% between 18-64
10.9% over 65

Data sources: American FactFinder, 2000; Solano County QuickFacts, 2010.
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Income and Employment

The median household income in Yolo County is $40,769. The median income for
females is $30,687, while the median income for males is $38,022. 18.4% of the
population and 9.5% of families are below the poverty line. The top ten employers in
Yolo County are as follows: UC Davis, Cache Creek Casino Resort, U.S. Postal Service,
State of California, Yolo County, United Parcel Service, Target Corporation, Raley’s
Inc., Woodland Healthcare, and Wal-Mart Stores Inc. As of 2008, the unemployment rate

in Yolo County was 6.7% (Community economic development hot report, 2011).

In Solano County, the median household income is $54,099. The median income is about
30% higher for males than females; the median income for females is $31,916, while the
median income for males is $41,787. About 8% of the population and 6% of families are
below the poverty line. As of 2004, the unemployment rate in Solano County was 5.9%.
The top ten industries (by number of employees) included the following: general medical
and surgical hospitals, limited-service eating places, full-service restaurants, physician
offices, grocery stores, department stores, exterior contractors, employment services,
building equipment contractors, and residential building construction (Community

economic development hot report, 2011).

Land Use and Agriculture

Yolo County has a total area of 654,650 acres, of which 553,161 acres (84.4%) are
devoted to agricultural purposes (as of 2000). Only 25,957 acres (4%) are urban and
built-up land (Richter, 2009). The gross value of agriculture was $462.1 million in 2009
(a decrease of nearly $40 million from the previous year). As 0of 2007, Yolo County had
983 farms, of which 83 were registered organic farms. The average farm size was 488
acres. The top ten crops in 2009 (in order of value) were as follows: processing tomatoes
($127.8 million), wine grapes ($56.4 million), rice ($53.5 million), seed crops ($33.4
million), alfalfa ($30.0 million), almonds ($25.0 million), organic produce ($22.8
million), walnuts ($19.2 million), cattle and calves ($12.8 million), and wheat ($11.7

million) (Yolo County agricultural crop report, 2009).
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Solano County has a total area of 909.4 square miles, of which 357,816 acres (61.4%) are
agricultural land (61.4%). The urban and built-up land occupy only 59,157 acres (10.2%).
Solano County ranks 26th out of 58 California counties in terms of agricultural
production, and the gross value of agriculture was $251.9 million in 2009 (a decrease of
nearly $40 million from the previous year). The average farm size was 403 acres in 2007.
Farmers in the county produced over 80 different crops in 2009. The top ten crops (in
order of value) were as follows: processing tomatoes ($39.4 million), nursery products
($33.5 million), walnuts ($21.1 million), alfalfa ($20.4 million), cattle and calves ($19.9
million), wine grapes ($12.2 million), certified sunflower seed ($10.8 million), milk
($10.2 million), almonds ($7.7 million), sheep and lambs ($6.4 million), and field corn
($5.7 million). Solano County exported its agricultural products to over 40 different
countries in 2009. The distribution of farm acreage in Solano County is as follows:
pasture and rangeland (57.2%), field crops (25.5%), fruit and nut crops (5.3%), vegetable
crops (4.1%), seed crops (3.1%), nursery stock (0.3%), and other (4.5%). 30 farms on
about 1,404 acres grew certified organic crops in 2009. Their approximate value was $7.2

million in 2009 (Solano County 2009 crop and livestock report, 2009).
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Chapter 1: Food Hub Analysis

For several years, non-profit food and agriculture organizations have studied food hubs
and devoted resources to their establishment. In support of these efforts, the USDA has
sponsored studies of food hubs and directed funding streams towards food hub
infrastructure through the “Know Your Farmer, Know Your Food” (KFY2) initiative

which seeks to strengthen local and regional food systems. An Economic Research

Service study ({|S. Department of Agriculture, 2010) confirmed what grassroots

organizations like the Ag and Food Alliance (AFA) has understood for many years: there
are significant identifiable barriers to local food market entry and expansion, including
capacity constraints for farms, a lack of infrastructure for moving local food into

mainstream markets, and regulatory uncertainties.

The design, organization, and function of a food hub can vary tremendously based on
myriad factors, including: goals, target market, infrastructure, start-up funds,
organizational management experience, and existing relationships. This portion of the
report first provides a general typology of existing food hubs, including their dominant
characteristics as well as their chief benefits and risks (see Table 1, pp. 19-20). Lastly,
this section briefly outlines the various contexts to consider while examining the potential
of a local food hub. Overall, the goal of this section is to provide a framework to guide

the planning of a food hub in Yolo and Solano Counties.

While we will discuss the complexities of defining a food hub in greater detail further on
in this section, the UC Davis research team offers the following working definition as a
starting point. A food hub is a physical site for aggregation, storage, light processing, and
distribution of food products from small- to mid-scale farms

within a region. Additionally, food hubs can foster economic vitality, equity (social

welfare of farm workers and consumers) and environmental sustainability in a region.

Food Hub Design and Trends

Recent discussion around food hubs has generated widespread attention and interest.
Many farmers and non-profits, for example, are interested in the concept but often lack

adequate understanding of their complexities. In an attempt to better understand and
16
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support food hubs, the Regional Food Hub Subcommittee of the USDA’s Know Your
Farmer, Know Your Food (KYF2) is involved with various initiatives, such as: outlining
basic models and benefits of food hubs, surveying and creating a database of existing
food hubs, supplying case studies of different models, and identifying potential USDA

funding sources for food hubs.

At a statewide level, the Regional Food Hub Advisory Council (of California) advocates
for the establishment of a food hub parent organization that “networks regional food
aggregators and distributors into a system that expands marketing opportunities, reduces
risk, and increases access to food—a network of Regional Food Hubs” (Regional Food

Hub Advisory Council, 2010).

Leveraging the work of these two groups, the following section examines the functions
and a basic typology of food hubs including benefits and risks, results from a national
food hub survey, and a synopsis of the vision statement and strategic vision plan for a

regional food hub network in California.

Basic Functions of a Food Hub
Regardless of the model, the KFY2 food hub committee highlights four potential (and
common) functions of regional food hubs:
1. Aggregation/distribution
A hub can operate as a drop-off point for multiple farmers and/or a
pick up point for distributors/wholesalers/retailers who want to buy
source-identified local and regional food.
2. Active coordination
KYF?2 suggests that a hub needs a “business management team” that
actively coordinates various supply chain logistics such as: identifying
markets for producers and coordinating efforts with distributors,
processors, buyers, consumers, etc.
3. Permanent facilities
There must be some identified space and equipment for food to be

stored, processed, packed, palletized, labeled, etc. (An exception to
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this is a virtual hub, which can serve as an online directory, database,
and/or marketplace)

4. Other possible roles tied to community services
A hub can provide space for: wholesale and retail vending, health

and/or social service programs, community kitchens, meetings, etc.

Additionally, the committee identifies the following potential benefits of food hubs:
expanded market opportunities for agricultural producers, job creation (in both urban and
rural areas), and increased consumer access to fresh and healthy food (with a strong
potential to reach underserved areas). Food hubs can often bring these benefits, which
extend well beyond their immediate economic impact, to rural and urban communities

that suffer from lower incomes and underdevelopment.

Basic Typology and Benefits/Risks of Different Food Hub Models

The Food Hub Subcommittee of KYF2 proposes a basic food hub “typology” which
includes the following food hub types: non-profit driven models, producer/entrepreneur
models, state-driven models (such as “State Farmers Markets”), wholesale/retail driven
models, consumer driven models (online buying clubs), and “virtual” food hubs (online
matchmaking platforms) (USDA, 2011).? Hybrids of these typologies are also possible.

Table 1 summarizes the benefits and risks of each model.

* The “Food Hub” Model examples vary within two presentations created by the subcommittee; a
standard/set typology has not yet been created. The USDA is working on developing a typology tool that
will help farmers identify what model food hub would best serve their needs as a producer. (The two KYF2
presentations can be found[hereland[here)
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Table 1: Basic Typology of Food Hubs

M odel type

Non-profit driven

Producer/
entrepreneur

State-driven

Wholesale/
Retail

Benefits

More likely to attain grant funding
More likely to focus on community
development aspects of food system
(e.g. needs of low-income
produces/consumers)

More likely to have adequate
business/technical background
More likely to have solid knowledge
of local food systems

Likely to feel a high level of
“investment” in the success of the
hub because personal economic
viability is involved

Potentially more stable (than
previous two) if a steady flow of
funding is secured

Coordination with other relevant
government agencies may lessen “red
tape” (e.g. coordination with
Planning Department and Agriculture
Commission)

Local government has vested interest
in stimulating local econo