Small Group Notes from Farm Route to Prosperity Conference

February 4, 2011

Discussion Topic:

Farm to School: Cooking Skills in Curriculum and After School Programs

Ideas:

1. $10 commitment form from Taste the Local Difference – kids could take that to school and pledge to spend $10 in school on local produce in the system.

2. East Jordan Schools would like to add local foods to cafeteria.  Discussion followed about resources available in the region to do so…linking to other food service directors and tools on MLUI Taste the Local Difference website.

3. In school cooking classes

· Tie in with the school lunch program and greeehouse/gardening.

· Barriers : so many expectations on schools.  Need to be creative to integrate this.

· In New Mexico….they have a hot plate on a cart that rolls around to different classes for kids to cook during classroom time.

· 4H volunteers: could start a cooking club.

· Jr. Master gardener program with youth in the school….need adult volunteers

· A 5th grad class in Petoskey went to a farm, made roasted tomoatoes, sald, pesto, etc…  Taught the kids knife skills.

· Need to “elevate” the position of food service director.

· Montessori school model 1st, 2nd and 3rd graders prepare meals for fellow students.

· Expand “Cooking for Kids at the Fair”.  Add growing activities with the cooking tent.  (Later idea:  add physical activity to the event as well)

· In Manistee, SEEDS does a culinary club as an after school club.

4.  In school farmers markets where the kids spend $ on local produce.  Farmers are present to talk  with the kids.

HOW  CAN THE FOOD AND FARMING NETWORK HELP?

1. Taste the Local Difference has tools on their website to help schools get started with integrating local foods into their cafeteria.

2. SEEDS Culinary Club – the network knows neat things happening.

3. Network could develop a survey to schools to assess what gardening and cooking education is currently happening.  The network could plan ways to duplicate successes in other schools.

4. Network could supply the forms to distribute $10 week local food pledge to kids in the schools.

5. Network would link schools to chefs/teams that could bring cooking skills to the schools.

6. Network could link the schools to “local product” fundraising (i.e. selling local jams, dried soups, etc…).  The Taste the Local Difference website has resources to help schools start local fundraising efforts.

7. Food Corp Workers will be placed in Central Lake, Suttons Bay, Northport and Benzie/Frankfort Schools.  We can use them as resources to launch local efforts.

8. The Network could support efforts to video tape wonderful things happening in and around our region in our schools.  “Examples of Change”.  These videos could be place on agency websites, or used to help spread ideas from school to school…community to community.

9. The Network could help write grants for various activities such as to cover transportation costs for farm related field trips.

WHAT SHOULD BE MEASURED?

1. The number of school “local food” fundraisers, the number of product sold and the amount of $ raised (by year)

2. The number of school districts that integrate local foods into their programs (by year)

3. Document the number and what schools are doing with gardening, cooking education, farm to school. (by year)

4. The number of schools with in school farmers markets. (by year)

5. The number of school field trips where chefs come into the schools to teach cooking skills (by year)

6. Videos document what is happening.  # of videos.

7. Amount of local food sales in the cafeteria, ala carte and concessions by school and by year.

Farm to School Workgroup members:  

Diane Conners (diane@mlui.org)

Kelly Lively (klively@leelanauflowers.com or Kelly@cherrycapitalfoods.com)

Mike Everts (blackbird.gardens@gmail.com)

Mary Ann Hendricks (marsh92@charter.net)

Shawn Kreider (kreiders@msu.edu)

Jenifer Murray (jmurray@bldhd.org)

Pam Schmitt Bardenhagen (schmi345@msu.edu)

Jim Slayter (jimslayter@mlui.org)

Melissa Drake (cherrybeachorchards@hotmail.com)

Discussion Topic:

Zoning - Penny Krebiehl, Doug Baker, Heidi Schaffer

How to Measure?

· Participation and engagement

· Education

· Embrace ecological principles

· How good is the food at meetings

· How much fun are we having

· Input and output

· Driven by needs rather than wants
What needs to be measured?

· Locating and listing indicators

· Is zoning becoming more appropriate and equitable, measured by variance requests (more? Less? It depends)

· Need for feedback and re-evaluation

Where is the information?

· Far, far away in another universe

Who should or could collect data

· Regular folks

Empower townships for a plan - for community - to carry on a 200-year/7 generation plan
Discussion Topic:

Community Garden/Community Kitchen Breakout Group

First, everyone agreed to let each person describe their existing community garden/kitchen activities.

Brandon Seng spoke about how they serve the community in Manistee.  They operate on approx $3,000 budget and have much community support and resources.  They network with local churches, Love Inc. and others and are able to use any of seven commercial kitchens at churches or schools for cooking classes.  They try to provide cooking classes for low income families.  Donated space is available for other activities.  Youth are actively involved in building raised beds for the public.  Youth are building hoop houses under the direction of Craig Schaaf as well.  

Aaron Hill explained the program of Little Artshram and Youth-Market Garden CSA.  They have thirty-two 30 by 24 foot plots on 4 ½ acres on the barns property in TC.  They work with other organizations to provide the total program.  They lease 26 of the plots to individuals at $45.00 per season.  The overall concept is related to education, membership, production and sustainability.  Art classes are provided in connection with the program during times within the year.

Mike Davis from Leelanau Community Gardens stated that they operate on a $300 to $500 budget and provide one ton of donated food to the Food Pantry’s in the area.  They have thirty- two plots primarily 4x16 feet and provide them to individuals at $15.00 each.  Overall they have approx 3,800 square feet of usable space.  This coming year they are considering some 3 feet x 50 feet plots.  Some assistance is provided from the Probate Court System with volunteer youths.  He commented they are just hanging on to this concept because of lack of volunteer help.

Michael Wells, a farmer from Elk Lake Road has a CSA farm and is a producer.  He Primarily sells at Farmer’s Markets.  He does considerable donation to Food Pantry’s as well.  He was very interested in how community gardens were doing.

Norm Bamberg from Father Fred Foundation explained their situation in supplying from a large scale food donation establishment.  They try to buy locally if necessary.  They much prefer donations of food.  Quantity is important to them, especially regarding perishable products.  They have six small raised beds on their property that have been in use for 3 to 4 years.  They also provide basic cooking classes from time to time at their facility because many clients do not know how to prepare foods.

Carol Thorson and Beth Bynum, both from Kingsley are interested in starting the growing of vegetable Garden(s) in the area.  They have had flower beds in existence at the middle school in Kingsley in the past.  Some space is available behind the Kingsley Library and they are currently developing a core group to find land and establish community gardens. 

Bob Dompierre joined the group as a landscape person.  He was very enthusiastic in supporting community gardens.  He hopes to move into the Traverse City Area soon.

Richard Hendricks from Grow Benzie described the situation there.  They started out with 7 community gardens two years ago and expanded to 14 this past year on property of 3.7 acres.

The plots are 12x20 and can be leased by individuals for $50 each.  Four plots were designated as community based and food was donated to food pantries.  The concept now is to get one unit (100x33ft) of a three unit greenhouse facility up and running this coming year.  Space may be given to growers in the area to start some of their plants.  Up to three fourths of the production will be handled by Grow Benzie in conjunction with local schools and individuals.  A demonstration kitchen is on the drawing board and hopefully will be available for use this coming year.

Summary and conclusions

(1)  Each Community Garden/Kitchen is made up of a different model.  There is no simple turn-key model to follow.  The group felt strongly about networking and sharing resources.

(2) Most all struggle keeping participants and volunteers’ enthusiasm going throughout the year.  Hopefully people will understand the benefits of growing their own produce and this will carry over into the actual gardening and keep them committed.

(3) One comment expressed how impressed he was with the commitment of the people working with community gardens.

(4) The group seemed to understand that we need to start teaching our youth about the understanding of the food chain.

(5) There is a need to utilize what is successful within the working models of the group.  

(6) Partnering with different organizations seems to add strength to our movement.

(7) American Community Garden could be a resource.

Finally, we need better networking within our area and each of us needs to set a goal toward getting more young people involved teaching gardening skills and mentoring.  Measurement can be determined at the end of the growing season.

        names and email addresses:

Brandon Seng – Brandon@Manisteekitchen.org
Aaron Hill – Hill.amt@gmail.com
Mike Davis – mcd49621@gmail.com
Mike Wells- wellsfamilyfarm@hotmail.com
Norm Bamberg- nbamberg@fatherfred.org
Carol Thorson- lcthorson@aol.com
Beth Bynam- bethbynum@aol.com
Bob Dompierre- j.r.dompierre@gmail.com
Richard Hendricks- rhhend@charter.net
Discussion Topic:

Jobs and Investment. Break Out Group

Present:  Catie Hosmer, Paul May, Marty Dillon, John Hoagland, Bob Dompeire, Rob Sirrine, Bernie Ware, Susan Cocciarelli, Nic Welty

Theme “ Understanding the cost and value of capital”

Major points:

· Capital is needed at different stages, product line, and scale of farming/agriculture .  Flexible capital and technical assistance are usually needed regardless of stage and scale in order to get to and maintain viability

· Jobs possibilities and skill needs of workers should be identified in the planning for infrastructure needs and emerging demand and access; What jobs will be needed as we ramp up a more regional food system across the food shed/value chain.  What skills are needed, where is training available, how are we connecting with potential workers and entrepreneurs/employers within the food shed, and what are the margins that can support jobs?

· How do we get the consumer (retail or “eater”) to pay more for food and/or make it a larger part of their overall budget?  Perhaps partnering with more marketing entities; captive audiences: school kids/hospital patients

· Basic question:  Will the region support an investment continuum to provide both start up and growth capital in a more localized food system?  This continuum of support is dependent on addressing the extent to which investors understand the sector, what continuum of financing already exists, and the current demand support for more local product.

· Explore existing successful models/examples of investment in local food system:  Slow Money (are they aggregating capital or are they lending, and how); localprosper.com – peer lending model; spirit venture; csa under-writing, Michael Shulman’s recommendations, etc.

· What is the borrower need at this point: where are farmers at in the region with respect to stage, scale and plans for farms

· What is the current financial infrastructure in the region

· How are these capital sources involved in agriculture, if at all?  If so, what other support do they provide to prospective borrowers?

· What businesses are developing within the regional food system to create avenues to supply demand?

· Where are we at in terms of current investment points in the regional food system?

· What indicators would measure movement, or success?

Questions:

1. What would be reasonable rates of return and how are they currently being measured

2. What would be anticipated usage volume and amount

3. How would we build a pipeline to access investment if it was made available?

4. What metrics would enable us to measure impact?  How many people served?  Investment in region?

5. What data would we want to collect?

6. What legal structures would benefit farmers to access markets profitability?

7. Where are current access points for farmers who want to participate in the local food system?  How are these marketed?

8. What are the emerging markets that can be identified?

Next Step: Seek out planning grant to address the above questions.  This gives us our overall strategic plan.
Discussion Topic:

BUILDING & CONNECTING INFRASTRUCTURE

Attendees:  Lee Michaels, Becky Noffsinger, Ken Engle, Brandon Fewins, Nikki Rothwell, 

Erin Lizotte

Local exchange – small scale purchaser 

· Support, every day, whole sale market 

· Concern over variety/availability 

· Restaurants typically source two times 

· Use of social media to inform buyers

· Concern over scale of market

· Mixed market potential – direct sales or wholesalers

Local Orbit

· Central hub – ordered online delivered to large purchasers

· Overcomes small producer limitations due to quantity and profit margins associated with distributors

· Flexible system for producers

· Market Master organizes orders

· One payment for customers, one invoice for farmers

· Need a change in policy to allow EBT purchasers on line

· Computer literacy, internet access, time commitment during season

Cherry Capital Foods

· Seek farmers or work with growers to produce in demand items

· Buy produce, pick up, store, distribute

· Buyers call or email orders based on weekly e-mail order

· Cost of refrigerator and transportation is an obstacle

· Low availability of produce is a problem (single item)

· Will reject poor quality

Concept of Local Foods

· Have to ship local produce outside of region for finishing and then when it comes back through large retailers, it’s no longer considered local

What Are the Bottlenecks?

· Cold/dry storage

· Time sensitivity of some items

· Incentives for local foods?

· USDA Rural Development

· How to get large growers into system

· Time, tradition, etc.

· Local regional branding (standards)

· Aren’t exploiting even local markets for commercial commodity growers

· WA quality standards

· Pressure from packers to sell to them only

· Consistency of market is a problem for growers – need someone to buy all of it

· Scale of branding is important 

· Michigan on label – indicates region

· Chicago, Detroit, etc. can all be considered

Action Plan for Infrastructure

· Label for local & regional (funding)

· Previous Federal grants unsuccessful

· Farmer funded?   (Use to be “producer” group)

· MDA block grant?

· Controlled atmosphere storage – ID what’s available/needed)

· Survey of growers to identify obstacles for local growers entering the local/regional food markets (storage, process, etc.)

· Survey of buyers to determine obstacles for purchasing local/regional ag. products (need help from survey evaluation experts)

· Survey of local processors to determine their size, capacities, etc., and what they are able to offer in terms of processing/running local foods

· Used to be producer group – labeling/marketing

· Did not receive grant for pilot

· Need to resubmit – perhaps at state level

Reviewed What Infrastructure Is In Place

· Serves existing small/medium farms – local Orbit, CCF (measureable)

· Gap in system for large growers and with the goals of the F&F network, we can’t leave this group out

· Can’t locally sell millions of pounds of cherries – can we feed a regional network too – scale is critical (sometimes none  locally) .  Channels aren’t set up for processor/buyer)

· Exclusivity & tradition

· Not really sure what growers/processors, retailers view as the major obstacles to entering the local/regional food markets (price points, storage, equipment, etc.)

· Need surveying to 10 & need help creating a dynamic & meaningful survey

Since the beginning, progress is being made for the small-medium farm entry into the system, but we need a clearer picture of what is keeping commercial growers out of the system.

Notes taken by E. Lizotte
Discussion Topic:

#6b Infrastructure and Cooperatives Group
Needs:
Sharron May-Egg washing unit; Local abattoir for meat processing (not mobile slaughter unit)

Mike Fiebling-Certified kitchen, Grist Mill,Delivery systems/transportation

Craig Schaaf-Seed Cleaning facility

Phil Kitely-Egg washing, meat processing

Sally Shetler- expanding product line; meat processing; has infrastructure to process /bottle other milk, i.e. goat milk; private labeling

Lisa Baldwin - affordable local commercial kitchen; group initiative; space for home school group to create products from start to finish; access to land with some guarantees.

Janice Heuer-  knows of infrastructure–in-waiting: empty grain mill and grain grinder; DNRE regulator; Need: to help farmers plan ahead; to pull small producers and regulators together so regulations can be geared down from killing entrepreneurship

Rod Robinson – w/ MLUI infrastructure committee; wants to listen; focus is on Bldg 58. Incubator/cooperative. Will take 2-3 years. 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Discussion of infrastructure needs led to a lot of responses about potential resources and infrastructures.  Networking is valuable!  

Discussion: what is a coop? how does it work? What has and hasn’t worked? How do you get independent farmers on the same page? 

Discussion: need for certified kitchens for value-added processing: possibility of getting churches w/certified kitchens on board to support youth/under-employed entrepreneurship as mission/social ministry?

Discussion: Needs that could be served regionally i.e. Seed-Saving vs locally i.e. egg-washing unit. 

How Food and Farming Network can help: 

[items in brackets added while editing]

1) Inventory of producer needs; inventory of available and under-utilized infrastructure and their capacity; identify opportunities/gaps

2) Facilitate focus group connecting producers with regulators 

3) Facilitate connecting producers with available infrastructures

4) Facilitate education/opportunity to connect small producers interested in exploring cooperatives

How do we measure our progress? 

1) Actualized inventory of needs and available infrastructures [equipment?] 

2) [Modified regulations?] 

3) Survey, [tracking system?]

4) [Scheduled event on the calendar?]

What should be measured?

1) [# /type/capacities of facilities;] frequency of use; [# / type/needs of producers served]

2) [% of inspections passed by small producers before and after modifications? ]

3) survey [tracking system?]

4) [interest (attendance); # of initiatives; # of coops; # /types of venues served]

Where is the data? 

1) Health dept. MDA, people’s heads: the value of networking

2) [DNRE/Regulating agency files?] 

3) F&F/MLUI website

4) [F&F website?]
Who should collect our data? 

F&F network [us] w/ help of non-profits, (MLUI,etc)
Discussion Topic:

Farmland Preservation
1.  FFN website should advertise area Township Meetings

2.  Collaborate on development of White Papers re regional ag issues to deliver to Lansing; set meetings with interested parties to develop topics; set day (week?) of advocacy in Lansing to deliver

  Possible interested parties:

   -- EDC

   -- Chamber of Commerce

   -- FFN

   -- Grand Vision

   -- Rotary

   -- Townships

3.  Beginning brainstorm of FFN topics

    -- fund for ag support (reinstatement of Conservation Districts)

    -- fund for PDRs (statewide funding for farmland preservation, incl. sales tax/other funding mechanisms)

    -- expand protection under Right to Farm (or enact another law) to allow for on-site energy generation/other protections to facilitate farming

Discussion Topic:

Food Safety and Certification 

Nadine Baize, Mark Coe, Pepper Bromelmeier, Dan Busby, Jim Sluyter

Some larger buyers are requiring food safety certification and new food safety legislation will require certification from some producers. Good Agricultural Practices (GAP) is the current standard and is both expensive and sometimes unwieldy, especially for small, diversified farms.

A pilot food safety certification program has been developed by the MDA Michigan Water Stewardship Program that is intended to be scalable to small and medium farm sizes. The Safe Food Risk Assessment project has almost no funding, however, so perhaps 3 or 4 inspections could be carried out in the region to test the program. 

Mark Coe suggested a 3-tiered system of food safety assessment:
1. Small Grower - e.g. sales to $15,000: Food safety training, self-audit. Requirements: traceability, quality assurance, trained in good handling practices.

2. Medium Grower - e.g. up to $200,000: Training and Second party audit. Requirements: traceability, quality assurance, trained in good handling practices, inspected by MI Water Technician through Safe Food Risk Assessment program.

3. Large Grower - GAP training, second or third party audits as required by buyers or new food safety laws. Requirements: traceability, quality assurance, trained in GAP, audited through GAP or equivalent. 
What can FFnet provide?

· Find or provide training

· Promote and support Safe Food Risk Assessment 
Discussion Topic:

A Start to Finish Entrepreneurial Incubator 

Discussion Group Members: Mr. & Mrs. Mark Bartholomew – Beekeeper and Beginning farmer, Ingham County.  A gentleman from Gratiot County seeking new ways to keep young people in his area. Lisa Baldwin Suttons Bay entrepreneur/educator.  Chef/entrepreneur Perry Harmon – Way North Foods, Traverse City.  Brad Fields beginning farmer, Fields Family Farms, Rapid City. Kim Schopieray would-be beginning farmer– Waterview Farms, Northport.

Secretary/Presenter:  Kim Schopieray

Overview:  Currently the educational training for beginning farmers in Northwest Michigan consists of a range of horticultural training from a variety of sources.  Formal education courses consist of an associate degree from Northwestern Michigan College in science and a Michigan State University certificate in Landscape and Nursery or Applied Plant Science with options in commercial horticulture, commercial turf grass or commercial viticulture operations.  Michigan State University extension in cooperation with the Horticulture Research Station sponsor the Northwest Michigan New Farmer program, the Master Gardener program and many training workshops and seminars for new and existing growers.  Local nonprofit organizations like Michigan Land Use Institute's Get Farming! series and Grow Benzie's seminars coexist with community development programs offered by the Northwest Michigan Council of Governments, small business training classes are sponsored by the Traverse City Chamber of Commerce's SCORE program and the Kaufman FastTrac  new venture series are offered by the NW Council of Governments, Michigan Land Use Institute, the Michigan Small Business and Technology Development Center and Alliance for Economic Success in Manistee County.  Would-be and existing farmers can seek counseling from their respective commodity organizations, the Farm Bureau, the Michigan Product development Center and other regional Small Business Administration offices like the Northern Lakes Economic Alliance.

The intention of this discussion is not to dismiss the educational and entrepreneurial programs offered by the vast number of organizations at this summit, only to illustrate the dizzying array of worthy organizations offering valuable training to anyone who can find them.  Indeed, it is dazzling to think how effective these efforts could be if they were coordinated into a coherent information referral center.  A one-stop shop for Northwest Michigan for anyone no matter what point they entered the farming continuum to find regional information regarding business counseling,  grant writing, financing, educational opportunities, equipment rentals, processing centers, food distributors, wholesalers, mentoring and apprentice programs and links to USDA resources or any university or innovative agriculture program nation wide.  

Proposals: 

1.
We propose a center of farming excellence based on the Food and Farming Network's existing hub concept for Building 58 at the Grand Traverse Commons.  In turn, spokes to smaller educational  centers would radiate out from that to the outlying counties and their respective resource centers.  The discussion group suggested that the center's location at the Commons could have educational classrooms available for business training while combining the Community Garden group or a close local farm to offer training in hoop houses and applied farming techniques.  

2.
We suggest that a full time staff member be hired to man a database at the center in order to add to the growing local resources available to new and established farmers.  The database manager should seek continuous verification of usefulness by users and resource offering organizations by receiving commentary on the web site in order to keep the content fresh, meaningful and current.  Local organizations could list their services and resource links which would then be e-blasted to other verifiable broad broadcast mediums such as Facebook, Twitter, Google, Google Earth, radio and ag associations for wider distribution to potential users.  


3.
We also suggest that an ombudsman position should be created to survey existing growers' needs and to ask whether they would be willing to mentor a beginning farmer in their area.  Many participants in this discussion had “book learning” and were seeking a “butts in the seat” apprentice or mentoring experience on a real farm with typical equipment and without having to relocate to Lansing for such training.

Additional discussion centered on business training and bank financing:  what was available locally, what were the options for continued counseling past the start up stage and how to transition into an exit or family succession strategy, and lastly, how to finance an agriculture operation.  


Business training is easier to obtain locally than horticulture training due to outreach efforts the Traverse City Chamber's SCORE program, the Michigan Small Business and Technology Development Center, MLUI's Get Farming! Agriculturally focused FastTrac series and of course, online courses offered on the internet.  Pricing, accounting basics, mineral and energy leasing, financing, contracts, business planning, distribution channels, and target markets were all topics suggested for the educational arm of our proposed center of excellence.  In consideration of the collaborative relationship already begun between NMC and MSU it would be a natural progression for MSU to offer agriculture business courses at the University Center.  

Business financing is a more challenging problem.  Since beginning growers typically do not have enough accrued assets or high enough credit scores for conventional bank loans and because agriculture is hard to fit into a neat financial banking model, our discussion group determined that the most logical source of farm funding would be the USDA and specifically their programs focusing on beginning farmers and under represented minority groups.  The question was asked, “what sort of business training would the USDA deem appropriate to qualify for their loan programs?”  Mention was made of accounting and business courses offered in the Finger Lakes area of New York to area wineries in order to qualify for USDA loans, but no specifics of that program were mentioned.  Discussions with local USDA representatives should be pursued to determine successful applicant educational and financial criteria for their loan programs.  

USDA grants would also be a natural financial resource for new and beginning farmers but that the grant writing process is a formidable undertaking for people new to grant writing.  Local public resources often do not have the time, resources, or an institutional mandate to assist farmers in organizing their budgets, methodology or research milestones for grant applications.   The educational arm of the center for excellence would be a natural location to hold classes in grant writing and to pair local nonprofit organizations as sponsors to potential grant writers.

Action Plan:

1. Establish a center of agriculture excellence in building 58 at the G.T. Commons as an agriculture hub for the area that would radiate spokes of services, knowledge, resources out to the surrounding five county area.


2. Hire a person to operate a database for one-stop information regarding farming organizations, political, financing and training resources available in the Northwest region of Lower Michigan.


3. Teach agriculture business courses at this center and offer hands-on farm training at the community gardens and a local farm outside of Traverse City.


4. Create a position for a grant writer at the resource center to help farmers and small producers align with existing non-profit organizations to provide assistance in writing competitive grant applications.


5. Team with NMC and Michigan State to offer advanced agriculture business classes at the University Center.


6. Survey local USDA representatives for the characteristics of successful loan  applications and build a model for producers to follow. 


7. Create an ombudsman position at the center that would survey existing farmers' needs, inform them of the center's resources, solicit feedback for effective programming content and ask whether they would be willing to mentor a beginning farmer on their farm.

How to Measure Progress:
Once you determine what constitutes the progress you are seeking to initiate data can be measured from variety of sources. Educational programming can track the attendees at seminars, workshops or the graduates from business or agriculture programs.  Business counseling requests can be tracked through reports at the Michigan Product Development Center, the local SBA or the Traverse City Chamber of Commerce Score program.  Users of the proposed center for excellence resource web site can be tracked utilizing via verifiable email addresses at login, user clicks on site and at corresponding Facebook and Twitter pages or mobile app sites with data analytics programs offered by Google and Facebook.  The center's other programs could track progress by the numbers of people utilizing commercial kitchen or freezer space, those graduating from classes offered at the center and by dues collected if a co-op membership program was devised.  Michigan Dept. of Treasury can provide sales tax reports on specific commodity groups.  The Michigan Dept. of Agriculture tracks commodity growth within regions.  Local food distributors provide new local vendor lists and farm market managers maintain vendor data.  Aerial surveys of regional undeveloped land and its zoned use are offered by local county Treasurers offices along with breakdowns of agriculture lands within their districts.  USDA tracks fund dispersals for grant and loan recipients and provide commodity numbers via their market service research division.  Michigan State University extension office along with their research stations track user requests and to provide programming focus to workshops and seminars.     


The data should be collected by the center itself as an independent nonprofit organization or co-op.  Established agriculture entities may be seen as issue specific or tainted by regional personalities/politics.   If the idea of a regional center of agriculture resources is viewed as too large of an initial undertaking then it should be established as an arm of the Michigan Land Use Institute.  They have existing lines of communication from regional, state and federal entities, have organized educational workshops and classes for agri-preneurs, currently enjoy working relationships with regional planning and non-profit organizations, have a proven track record of starting programs from the ground up and are generally well regarded by the community at large.  Initial database resources are already existing at the institute along with established tech support.

Conclusion:
A center for excellence as an educational/resource hub for the region could track as many indicators that make sense and are verifiable.  A data base that could offer one stop shopping for regional resources would be priceless and highly coveted.  Web analysis of user behavior could lend itself to direct marketing as utilized by such entities as Facebook and Google and be a funding source that could assist in expansion of a proposed center for agriculture excellence and help in creating a regional brand for northwest Michigan ag com
