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Food For Thought 

• Plenty of evidence thus far that the broader patterns of the 
food system produce inherent challenges and problems 

• Many have worked and are working very hard to organize 
various alternatives, especially over the past several decades  

• They often start with grassroots movements, and then grow  

• As they grow, they often take on more and more 
characteristics of the technology-intensive and large-scale 
food supply chains, as well as becoming more consolidated 



Organics Movement 

• From grassroots to big business in 20 years 
• Started as counterculture back-to-the-land movement 

in 1960’s 
• Some actually succeeded in growing food, and loose 

networks of exchange grew in 1970’s, often in 
partnership with food cooperatives 

• Some of these became commercial operations 
• In 1980’s networks organized 3rd party organic 

certification standards and organizations 
• 1990 codified in California as legal certification 
• 2002 national certification through USDA  



Food Cooperatives 

Consumer-owned food stores have emerged, grown, and declined in 
waves since the 1850s. The most recent growth period occurred during 
the mid-l960 and early 1970 when there was a nationwide resurgence 
of cooperative food stores. By 1979, an estimated 3,000 food stores 
and buying clubs operated in the United States and Canada (Food Co-
op Project, 1979). By the 1990s, however, the changing social and 
political climate resulted in a substantial decline in the number of 
cooperatives, accompanied by a period of consolidation and growth 
for the strong cooperatives. By the mid-2000s, food cooperatives once 
again experienced growth-driven, intense consumer interest in 
alternatives to a market system that might not serve their needs.  
 
http://reic.uwcc.wisc.edu/groceries/ 
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The most extensive impact food cooperatives have recently had on the 
grocery industry has been their pioneering introduction of natural and 
organic foods, which began with the “new wave” of food cooperatives 
in the early 1970s. Cooperatives dominated this market until the 
1990s, when several independently owned natural foods markets 
began large-scale expansion. In 1990, the total organic food and 
beverage market amounted to $1B in sales, served primarily through 
cooperatives and other independent retailers. In 2008, that market 
was expected to reach $23B, with the traditional mass market grocery 
stores and non-traditional food stores having gained projected shares 
of 38% and 16%, respectively (Organic Trade Association, 2008) 
 
http://reic.uwcc.wisc.edu/groceries/ 
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https://www.msu.edu/~howardp./
distributoranimation.html 
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Organics Mergers 

• https://www.msu.edu/~howardp/organicanim
ation.html 
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Local Foods Movement 

• The new grassroots vision 

• Focused largely on scale and distance – small 
and close 

• Challenges of missing infrastructure and 
institutions for these scales and distances, as 
well as policies and regulations designed for 
the conventional system 





“Well, now that we have a 

starting point, let’s look at 

the bright side and the 

tremendous growth of 

Farmers’ Markets over 

the past few years.” 

 
Rhonda Janke, KSU   







The Growth of Alternatives 

 340 farmers markets in entire USA in 1970 

 74 Kansas farmers markets in 2007 

 79% of farmers selling at farmers markets have less 
than $10,000 in annual sales  

 31% sell only at farmers markets 
Source: USDA AMS 



Community Supported Agriculture 

 The first CSA started in 1986 

 About 1,200 farms today 

 Nearly all are clustered around major metropolitan areas 

 Average Midwestern net income from CSA operations is $6,643 and 
average total farm net income is $23,500 – half the median household 
income of $44,568  
 (Tegtmeier, E. & Duffy, M. (2005) Community Supported Agriculture in the 

Midwest United States. 
http://www.leopold.iastate.edu/pubs/staff/files/csa_0105.pdf) 

http://www.leopold.iastate.edu/pubs/staff/files/csa_0105.pdf


Source: Lass, et al (2003) CSA Across the Nation. 

http://www.cias.wisc.edu/pdf/csaacross.pdf  

http://www.cias.wisc.edu/pdf/csaacross.pdf


“Yes, but there are SO 

many rules and 

regulations…certified 

scales, certified kitchens, 

these all cost money, plus 

the stall fees, etc…..” 





“This handy booklet tells 

me that if I want to give out 

free samples, I have to 

also bring along a wash 

station with 3 tubs and 5 

gallons of water. Isn’t this 

a little over the top?” 



1996 1996 



2001 1998 
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“Yes, well, we can talk 

about those things after 

lunch.  I would like to 

remind you that Kansas 

just celebrated “Farm to 

School Month” in 

October! 

 
Rhonda Janke, KSU 







“Well, I’d like to remind 

YOU that Oct. 24 was a 

week and a half after our 

first frost, so there were 

probably very few 

farmers with anything to 

sell at that point except 

for apples.  Did anyone 

document how many 

schools bought food from 

a Kansas farmer? 





“Well, yes, there are a 

few barriers left to selling 

Kansas food to local 

institutions.  But don’t 

worry, we did a study 

and documented all 

those things so now we 

can work on them.” 

 
Rhonda Janke, KSU 









“But your study didn’t 

address the price 

differential between what 

local farmers need to 

make a living wage vs. 

the low wholesale price 

they pay now.” 





A Study in Wisconsin 
 

 Farm size from 0.5 to 70 acres 

 A collaboration with 19 vegetable farms 

 2002-2004 (3 years data) 

 Gross sales per acre ranged from $6267 
to $25,605. 

 Net income per acre ranged from $1103-
$9487, averaging $4700 per acre. 

 Hourly wage to the farmer ranged from 
$2.26-$16.92, averaging $7.45! 





“But isn’t that why we 

wrote this book, ‘Farming 

in the Dark,’ so farmers 

could tell their stories in 

their own words?” 

 
Rhonda Janke, KSU 

 





“Yes, but I’d like to do one 

more thing.  I’d like to be a 

part of something called the 

‘Institute for Wishful 

Thinking.’  It is for artists to 

write proposals for 

‘embedded’ institutional 

projects. 





http://thepotholegardener.com 









Community Food Security 

• A focus on accessibility of quality foods, social justice, and more 
• Interface between community planning and various alternative 

food pathway strategies 
– Food policy councils 
– Farm to school programs 
– Increasing low-income population access to government food access 

and affordability programs – SNAP, WIC 
– Empowering local farmers, farmers markets, CSA’s, community 

gardens, and more… 
– Building relationships between different alternative food strategies so 

that they reinforce each other 
– Rebuilding regional food infrastructure – processing, distribution, 

retail, etc. 

• http://foodsecurity.org/publications/ 
 



Summary 

• Most alternative initiatives are hybrids of 
multiple forms of counterculture and 
alternative economics 

• All struggle with balancing market forces and 
commodity dynamics versus other social and 
environmental relationships 

• Cooptation is an ever present threat and 
relationship between alternative movements 
and the hegemonic conventional food system 


