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Abstract

In a bifurcated U.S. food market, where one
market is largely controlled by national brands and
global corporations alongside an expanding alter-
nate market of hyper-local direct sales, midscale
producers and processors are struggling to persist.
One emerging strategy for rebuilding this middle of
the food system—food hubs—has gained attention
as a model that could rebuild local food economies
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and equitable food access. Through an examination
of Michigan food hubs, we ask about the extent to
which and under what conditions food hubs can
operationalize dual economic and social goals. We
found many innovations and efforts to address
food access in low-income communities—espe-
cially among food hubs that were nonprofits, had
been operating for less time, and were more
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dependent on external revenue—but their impact
tended to be small-scale and uncertain. Most food
hubs want to do more, but our study suggests they
may not be able to until they can figuratively “put
on their own mask before helping others.” That is,
food hubs may be one means of increasing afford-
able, healthy food access in certain scenarios, but
equitable food access may be an unrealistic and
unsustainable goal unless they can ensure their own
financial stability. Among other options for satis-
fying the requirements for equitable food access,
financial survival, and returns to the farm gate, our
findings suggest that food hubs attempting to
reduce food access inequities may need to be
subsidized as a public good, unless and until the
public sector commits to a more comprehensive
strategy to address food system failures.
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Introduction

The U.S. food market has increasingly come to
resemble two systems: the mainstream market
controlled by national brands and globally focused
corporations, and an expanding alternate market of
hyper-local direct sales. This bifurcation is tied to a
gradual loss of structural diversity in the food
system, particularly in midscale regional production
and processing, which is seen as key to scaling up
more sustainable, economically viable, and socially
equitable food businesses (Stahlbrand, 2017,
Stevenson, Clancy, King, Lev, Ostrom, & Smith,
2011). One emerging strategy for rebuilding this
middle of the food system—food hubs—aims to
connect small and midsized farms to schools,
hospitals, restaurants, retailers, and other buyers
through aggregation and distribution infrastructure
at the regional scale.

As food hub models attract public and private
investment, diverse stakeholders are hopeful that
they can support thriving local food economies
while also increasing equitable food access. The
U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA), for

instance, states that “food hubs are providing wider
access to institutional and retail markets for small
to mid-sized producers, and increasing access to
fresh healthy food for consumers, including under-
served areas and food deserts” (Barham, 2010,
para. 3). The 2016 National Food Hub Survey
report (Hardy, Hamm, Pirog, Fisk, Farbman, &
Fischer, 2016) also states that food hubs are “a part
of the solution of the complex problem of food
and nutritional insecurity” (p. 7), with similar
claims made by academics (e.g., Glaza, 2013; Rose
2017), foundations (e.g., Surdna Foundation, 2014;
Vitalist Health Foundation, n.d.), and nonprofits
(e.g., Cooper, 2018; Healthy Food Access Portal,
n.d.). While research is mounting to show how
food hubs are creating jobs, offering fair prices to
farmers, and sparking wider economic develop-
ment (Colasanti, Hardy, Farbman, Pirog, Fisk, &
Hamm, 2018; Jablonkski et al., 2016), evidence
about food hubs’ contributions to affordable, local
food access is both understudied and inconclusive
(Berti & Mulligan, 2016).

Through an in-depth examination of Michigan
food hubs, this paper seeks to untangle these
expectations from practice. We ask about the
extent to which and under what conditions food
hubs can successfully operationalize dual social and
economic goals.

Structural Changes in the U.S. Food System

and the Rise of Food Hubs

The erosion of regional food systems and the con-
tinued loss of midsized farms,* especially since the
1980s, has been widely documented (Feenstra &
Hardesty, 2016; Kirschenmann, Stevenson, Buttel,
Lyson, & Duffy, 2008; MacDonald & Hoppe,
2018). Technological innovation in production
methods and vertical integration of the food indus-
try has played a major role in shifting production to
larger farms, but many other complex processes are
implicated as well, including agricultural policy and
trade, farmer debt, commodity price fluctuations,
shifting demographics, globalized economies, and
more (MacDonald & Hoppe, 2018; Woods, 2014).
In the case of livestock industries, rapid vertical

1 By midsized and midscale producers, we mean farms with gross sales from US$150,000 to US$500,000, which draws on definitions
used by Kirschenmann et al., 2008, Feenstra and Hardesty, 2016, and the USDA Farm Typology (USDA, 2015).
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integration of production, processing, and market-
ing was enabled by the adaptation of more efficient
production models, specialization by producers,
geographic concentration, and contract farming
(Abdalla, 2002; USDA, 2010). Likewise, fruit and
vegetable supply chains have experienced signifi-
cant concentration through intensified production
and grower-processor integration (MacDonald,
Hoppe, & Newton, 2018). At the same time,
ownership of the grocery retail sector (and its
distribution infrastructure) have become highly
consolidated, applying downward price pressure on
growers, packers, and processors (Hendrickson,
Heffernan, Howard, & Heffernan, 2001).

Today, midscale agricultural producers are
both too large to operate in direct markets and too
small to compete in the commodity market
(Feenstra & Hardesty, 2016; Kirschenmann et al.,
2008). Recent efforts to renew “agriculture of the
middle” have recognized the key role that “infra-
structure of the middle” plays in linking midsized
farms and scale-appropriate regional markets like
schools, universities, and hospitals (Hardesty et al.,
2014; Stahlbrand, 2017). Although they are in
decline, fragmented, and unevenly distributed, a
modest portion of this midscale infrastructure
remains intact; family-owned distributors, produce
houses, meat plants, and processing facilities can
still be found scattered across rural and urban
communities (Stevenson et al., 2011; USDA, 2010).
At the same time, other changes in the food system
have created new business opportunities for small
and midsized producers and their business part-
ners. Consumer demand has been shifting to
include other values beyond price, such as locality
and transparency, in reaction to health, environ-
mental, and social concerns associated with a
globalized food system (Zepeda & Deal, 2009). In
addition, web-based food enterprise has disrupted
conventional retail systems and created opportu-
nities for innovative food businesses and direct
marketing (Berti & Mulligan, 2016).

Food hubs have the potential to thread
together these new business opportunities,
increased demand for local food, and fragmented
remains of midscale infrastructure. Defined as
operations that focus on the aggregation, distri-
bution, and/or processing of “source-identified
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food products” that are primarily local and regional
(Fischer, Pirog, & Hamm, 2015, p. 93), food hubs
have expanded quickly across the U.S. in the last 10
years, more than doubling since 2009 to nearly 400
today (Colasanti, Hardy, Farbman, Pirog, Fisk, &
Hamm, 2018; USDA, 2016).

Theoretical Framework and the State of the Evidence
To help explain why food hubs may or may not be
able to affect affordable food access, we draw on
the theoretical framework that Stroink and Nelson
(2013) developed, based on social-ecological and
complex adaptive systems theories. Structured
around the idea that complex systems, like food
systems, move through an adaptive cycle, they
describe how the current, industrial system is
facing a “rigidity trap” where the system is highly
“structured and efficient...homogenous, resistant
to change and rigid,” but also “more vulnerable to
major disturbances” (p. 632). In reaction, food
hubs (alongside many other food movement initia-
tives) are engaging in experiments to address multi-
ple issues created by the dominant food system.
Stroink and Nelson (2013) argue, however, that
this start-up stage is beset by “numerous false
starts and failed experiments” and that most
emerging food hubs, regardless of their legal
model, will face a “poverty trap” (p. 628). Unable
to secure sufficient capacity and capital to grow,
newly established food hubs will likely “spread
themselves too thin” (p. 628) with insufficient
resources to tackle all their goals, resulting in a
limited impact on food access and other food
systems problems (Stroink & Nelson, 2013). The
goal is for food hubs to make it out of this poverty
trap so they can begin to grow, increase their pro-
ductivity and efficiency, leverage resources, and
attempt to remove structural barriers to growth,
such as inappropriate policies.

Stroink and Nelson (2013) found that the five
food hubs they studied in Canada were able to
“carve out niches of capital” (p. 632) while also
contributing to equitable food access and new mar-
kets for local farmers. They also argue, however,
that these efforts were still “limited and kept largely
isolated” because food policies—as well as
resources, training, research, and infrastructure—
are often oriented toward an industrial food system
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that undermines small and midsized producers and
processors (Stroink & Nelson, 2013). Other schol-
ars have shown that food hubs can fully incorpo-
rate their social missions once they scale up suffi-
ciently to become financially viable (Cleveland,
Mdiller, Tranovich, Mazaroli, & Hinson, 2014;
Feldstein & Barham, 2017; Fischer et al., 2015),
while one study found that food hubs can lose
their commitment to low-income food access as
they scale up (Franklin, Newton, & McEntee,
2011).

Case studies have also shown how both non-
profit and for-profit food hubs have placed low-
income food access at the forefront of their opera-
tions, but these studies also tend to acknowledge
that the hubs are either heavily dependent on
grants or still in the start-up phase, where they face
considerable financial challenges (Cohen &
Derryck, 2011; Cooper, 2018; Levkoe & Wakefield,
2011). On the other hand, Hodgins and Fraser’s
(2018) research on the impacts of 43 alternative
food businesses on access among low-income
consumers shows how operational constraints and
financial viability were key barriers, but they con-
cluded that a more important impediment was that
business leaders were unaware of inequitable food
access or showed a “lack of concern about low-
income customers” (p. 154). However, these
findings were blended across farmers markets,
intermediaries (including food hubs), and social
enterprises.

Study Location

Our study builds on this initial, but inconclusive,
research base to examine more closely the mecha-
nisms that may be supporting or limiting the
efforts of food hubs to address equitable food
access. We chose to focus on Michigan for several
reasons. First, Michigan’s unique geographic
conditions (e.g., microclimates created by the Great
Lakes, fertile soil, ample water supply) have made
agriculture one of Michigan’s top industries
(Michigan Department of Agriculture & Rural
Development [MDARD], 2018), second only to
California in agricultural diversity (Lovejoy, Buhler,
& Hanson, 2010). Michigan is also illustrative of
the bifurcating food market throughout the U.S.
Direct sales through farmers markets and

44

community supported agriculture operations
(CSAs) became particularly pronounced after the
1980s global recession, as the state invested heavily
in export-oriented, industrial agriculture, requiring
small and midsized farms to become entrepre-
neurial in order to survive (DeLind & Benitez,
1990; Veeck, Che, & Veeck, 2006). At the same
time, high rates of obesity, food insecurity, and
limited access to fresh fruit and vegetables are
apparent across urban and rural communities
(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
[CDC], 2016; Gundersen, Dewey, Crumbaugh,
Kato, & Engelhard, 2018). Concerns about uneven
food access, in part, motivated hundreds of
stakeholders to commit to the Michigan Good
Food Charter in 2010, one of the first of its kind
nationally (Colasanti et al., 2010).

Michigan is also home to one of the first tech-
nical assistance networks for food hubs in the U.S..
the Michigan Food Hub Learning and Innovation
Network (MFHLIN). Launched in 2012, the
MFHLIN leveraged state funding to establish a
core group of food hubs “to help Michigan
regional food and farm businesses succeed”
(Michigan State University Center for Regional
Food Systems [MSU CRFS], 2017, p. 1). Another
stated goal is to “measurably increase healthy food
access to low-income communities and vulnerable
children in order to increase healthy outcomes”
(MSU CRFS, 2017, p. 1). Prior to 2012, Michigan
could claim two food hubs. In 2018, a dozen food
hubs are operating, both small and large, serving
anywhere from two to 800 institutional customers.
In sum, this diversity of food hubs, the presence of
a statewide food hub network focused on food
access, and the broader context of a diverging
agricultural economy made Michigan an ideal site
for our study.

Methods

Given the dynamic nature of emerging food hubs,
we used methods that would allow us to system-
atically compare food hubs and explore the issues
that might influence their ability to engage in activi-
ties related to food access. This included a struc-
tured survey and semistructured interviews with
individuals running food hubs in Michigan, an
analysis of food hubs’ mission statements,
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interviews with a broader group of stakeholders
who work with food hubs, and participant
observation of MFHLIN meetings.?

To identify food hubs for the study, we collab-
orated with conveners of the MFHLIN to locate
operations in the state that self-identified as a food
hub in late 2016. As we became aware of additional
food hubs that emerged during the course of the
study, we added two more, resulting in a total of 11
food hubs. Between August 2016 and October
2017, food hub managers,? executive directors, and
co-owners (hereafter referred to as “food hub
managers”) from these 11 food hubs completed a
survey modeled after the 2015 National Food Hub
Survey (Hardy et al., 2016). In addition to asking in
the survey about each food hub’s legal status,
mission, business model, core function(s), and
activities related to healthy food access, we also
analyzed written mission statements located on
each of the food hub’s websites or reports.

We then completed interviews lasting one hour
with 13 food hub managers from the 10 hubs that
agreed to participate. Using a semistructured inter-
view approach (Qu & Dumay, 2011) allowed us to
clarify the answers provided in the survey and
delve further into perceptions, strategies, and bar-
riers related to addressing food insecurity. We also
contextualized these perspectives by interviewing
key informants who work with food hubs in a
variety of ways (referred to throughout as “food
hub partners”). Using snowball sampling (Atkinson
& Flint, 2001), we identified eight food hub part-
ners, including three university-based and
nonprofit-based food hub consultants who have
been instrumental in launching or running the
MFHLIN; three people who previously ran a food
hub or are just beginning to engage in food aggre-
gation (all of whom are involved in the MFHLIN
and play other roles, including consulting with
food hubs, leading a food justice nonprofit, and
running a farm); one scholar doing research on
food hubs in the Midwest; and one grant officer
from a national foundation that funds Michigan
food hubs.

One or all members of our study team also

participated in five MFHLIN meetings held during
our data-collection process. These meetings
included two that convened members of the Food
Hub Network and three joint meetings held with
other Michigan-based networks focused on farm-
to-institution programs, incubator kitchens, and
food policy councils. Our unstructured observation
of these meetings helped us identify relevant
research questions early on and triangulate themes
that emerged in our survey and interviews.

We used descriptive statistics to analyze the
survey and thematic coding (Fereday & Muir-
Cochrane, 2006) to identify shared and contrasting
priorities, strategies, and perspectives in the inter-
view transcripts and mission statements. A sum-
mary of the survey results and interview themes by
food hub, overall averages, and national compari-
sons based on the 2017 National Food Hub Survey
(Colasanti et al., 2018) are displayed in Table 1. In
Table 2, results compare groupings of food hubs
based on three factors that the literature tends to
identify as key to explaining food hub strategies
and successes: their legal status, years in operation,
and dependence on grants and other external reve-
nue. All themes and quotes—other than those that
could compromise the anonymity of a food hub—
are identified in the findings using unigque codes,
including “FH” for food hubs and the assigned 1D
in Table 1 (e.g., FH1, FH2) and “P” for the food
hub partners (e.g., P1, P2).

Findings

As the remainder of our findings expand upon,
most food hubs in this study—but especially
nonprofits, newer food hubs, and those more
dependent on external funding—prioritize or carry
out activities focused on food access in econom-
ically disadvantaged communities. Our findings
also show that these efforts are limited by a
number of challenges. Nonetheless, food hub
managers and their partners are still hopeful that a
number of pathways exist for supporting food
hubs to simultaneously improve equitable food
access, their own financial survival, and returns to
the farm gate.

2 This study was approved by the Internal Review Board at the University of Michigan.
3 Three of the food hub managers (FH1, FH9, FH11) are also active farmers, offering a producer perspective.
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General Food Hub Characteristics

Compared to food hubs nationally (Colasanti et al.,
2018), a smaller percentage of food hubs in this
study consider themselves nonprofits (27% vs.
42% nationally) or for-profits (27% vs. 37%), with
more operating with “mixed” legal models* (45%
vs. 21%) (See Table 1). Food hubs in our study
have also been in operation for only 3 years on
average, compared to the national average of 9
years (Colasanti et al., 2018), although this varied
considerably based on the legal model, with mixed
models in operation for 1.5 years, nonprofits for
2.2 years, and for-profits for 6.7 years. On average,
the Michigan hubs rely on 40% of external revenue
from grants, donations, or government funding,
while 36% rely on no external funding, compared
to 64% of hubs nationally (Colasanti et al., 2018).
Nonprofits in our study rely most on external
funding (70% on average), compared to 46% for
hubs with mixed models and no external funding
among for-profits. Hubs in operation for a year or
less are also more dependent on external funding
(53% on average) compared to those that have
been operating for three or more years (28%). In
addition to outpacing other hubs on food access
activities (discussed further below), the hubs that
are nonprofits (and sometimes mixed models), a
year old or less, and either moderately or highly
dependent on external funding are also most likely
to source from female farmers, farmers of color,
beginning producers or suppliers, and small or
medium farmers, and are also more likely to sell to
customers who are under 50 miles (80 kilometers)
away (Table 2).

Views, Intentions, and Actions Related to

Food Auccess

All the food hub managers interviewed agreed that
access to affordable, healthy food is a problem,
either in their immediate vicinity or in surrounding
communities. They used words like “food
apartheid” (FH 4) and “food swamps” (FH 11) to

describe places that are flooded with cheap,
unhealthy foods and that lack nearby, affordable
fresh produce. Several also noted that food
insecurity in nearby rural areas is just as
problematic as in urban areas, but is overlooked
(FH?2,4,6,8).

All written mission statements also referred to
a goal of increasing food access generally—for all
residents—but as Table 1 shows, fewer food hubs
specified that their food access commitment is
intentionally focused on addressing inequities. Still,
a higher proportion of Michigan food hubs com-
pared to hubs nationally self-reported in the survey
that their mission is “strongly” related to “increas-
ing healthy or fresh food access to economically
disadvantaged communities” (64% MI vs. 44%
nationally) and to “addressing racial disparities
through access to healthy food” (36% vs. 20%).
This commitment to equitable food access, how-
ever, was still lower than the proportion of food
hubs both in Michigan and nationally that saw a
strong link between their mission and “improving
human health in your community or region” (91%
MI vs. 57% nationally) and “increasing access to
markets for small and medium-sized farmers”
(91% vs. 82%). Addressing food access in low-
income communities was also noted in written
mission statements less often than what was self-
reported in the survey (36% written vs. 64% sur-
vey), and no written mission statement mentioned
work on food access from a racial-disparities
perspective.

Overall, newer food hubs, the nonprofits (and
sometimes the mixed legal model hubs), and those
most dependent on external revenue were the most
likely to indicate a commitment to equitable food
access in both the survey and their written mission
statements (Table 2). Similarly, while most food
hubs noted that they carry out between two and 10
equity-oriented food access activities® (Table 1),
those noting the highest number of activities were
newer (6.0 activities vs. 3.2 among more

4 The following hubs were considered to have a “mixed” legal model: a self-declared “quasi-public,” economic development
corporation; a subsidiary of a public community college; a project of the local city government and farmers market; a network of
producers and businesses that are supported by a partnership between the local co-op, Michigan State University, and the local health
department; and a for-profit operation that is highly subsidized currently by the larger, nonprofit operation.

5 One for-profit food hub that declined to be interviewed noted in the survey that it is not engaged in food access work.
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Table 1. Summary of Food Hub Characteristics, Missions, Food Access Activities, Challenges, and Scaling Up Strategies, by Food Hub,

Overall and Nationally

Food hub ID 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 ov'(\a/lrlall National
Legal model F=For-profit, M=Mixed, N=Nonprofit F F F M M M M M N N N -
Years in operation 2 34 6-10 6-10 <1 <1 <1 <1 34 <1 34 34 3.1 9
Percent of revenue from grants, donations or government funding 0 0 0 90 16 70 53 0 38 85 85 40
Miles to 75% or more of customers° <100 <250 <50 <50 <25 <25 <50 <25 <100 <50 <25 73 46
Women 0 25 10 20 20 80 20 12 50 18 28 26 31
zjrr)cpﬁi’:rsfowne 4 People of color 0 10 10 20 0 4 11 0 30 17 14 11 20
or operated by: Beginner producers, suppliers© 0 50 30 100 80 41 25 15 90 15 83 48 46
Small, medium farmers ¢ 0 60 81 100 100 60 61 100 100 96 90 77 89
Increasing healthy or fresh food access to _survey X X X X X X 64 44
economically disadvantaged communities  written X X X 36 s
Analysis of mission - aggressing racial disparities through survey X X X X X R 36 20
statements from  5ccess to healthy food written 0 -
self-reports in the : :
survey and written Improvmg human.health in your survey X X X X X X X X X X 91 57
statements community or region written X X X X X 55 -
Increasing access to markets for small survey X X X X X X X X X 91 82
and medium sized farmers written X X X X X X X X X X 100 -
Total number of food access activities from survey and interviews 3 3 0 5 3 6 10 2 6 5 6 4.4
mléri\\ﬁ/itgzra(;; 2$‘tcliv]:2rensi I?elgectly affecting food access by low-income 1 1 0 3 1 4 5 1 5 > a 24
Numper of activities_ i_ndirectly affecting food access by low-income > 2 0 > > > 5 1 1 3 > >
individuals and families
Educational activities noted in mission statements or survey X X X X X X X X 82 -
Community engagement noted in mission statements or interviews X X X X X X X 64
Key_ challenge dis_cussed in intervigws_: bala_ncing financially viability, X X X X X X 64 i
paying farmers fairly, and addressing inequitable food access
Go through institutions and mainstream markets X X X X X X X X X X X 100
Strategies sug- Build the capacity of farmers to meet demand X X X X X 64
gested in Interviews Connect to food-assistance resources X X X 36 -
for scaling up food - -
access work Try adaptive food hub and food access strategies X 18
Treat food hubs as a public good X X X X X 45 -

a To maintain food hub anonymity, years in operation is provided as a range, but actual years was used to calculate the average for “MI overall.” National averages for this and other questions are from the 2017

National Food Hub Survey (Colasanti et al., 2018). Answers are blank if the National Survey collected data differently or not at all. See note in Table 2 about the mission statements.

b Food hub managers were asked “Would you say that 75% or more of your food hub's customers are located. . .” and then asked to select the category of miles that applied. Note: 1 mile=1.6 km.
¢ We used the National Survey definition of “Beginner”—starting a business in the last 10 years. Rather than ask if “most” or “all” farm or ranch suppliers were small or midsized, as the National Survey asked, our

survey asked for the percentage of small or midsized suppliers with gross sales less than US$500,000. We did not collect the total number of suppliers.
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Table 2. Food Hub Characteristics, Missions, and Views on Challenges and Strategies for Scaling Up Food Access Work Compared Across
Groupings of Hubs by Legal Status, Years in Operation, and Percent of Revenue from External Sources

Average or percent by years Average or percent by dependence on
Average or percent by legal status in operation external revenue sources
For-profits ~ Mixed  Nonprofits 3 or more years <1 year 0% 16-53% 70-90%
N 3 5 3 6 5 4 8 4
Legal model F=For-profit, M=Mixed, N=Nonprofit - - - 3F,1M,2N 4M,1N 3F,1M 2M,1N 2M,2N
Years in operation 6.7 1.5 2.2 - - 6 0.8 2
Percent external revenue 0 46 70 28 53 - -
Miles to 75% or more of customers 30 100 67 50 80 50 67 100
Women 12 30 32 15 38 12 30 36
Percent of suppliers ~ People of color 7 7 20 8 13 5 14 14
owned or operated by: Beginner producers, suppliers 27 52 63 32 67 24 65 60
Small, medium farmers 47 84 95 71 84 60 87 86
Increasing healthy or fresh food access survey 33 60 100 50 60 25 67 100
- tcf)ﬁ]cmozz?gf: lly disadvantaged written 0 20 100 33 40 0 67 75
:{ﬁg;:;?:;?j,ﬂon Addressing racial disparities through survey 0 40 67 17 60 0 67 75
self-reports in the access to healthy food written 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
survey and written Improving human health in your survey 67 100 100 83 100 75 100 100
statements 2 community or region written 33 100 100 50 60 33 67 75
Increasing access to markets for small survey 100 100 67 83 100 100 100 75
and medium-sized farmers written 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100
Total number of food access activities from survey and interviews 2.0 5.2 5.7 3.2 6.0 2.0 6.3 55
Educational activities noted in mission statements or survey 67 100 67 83 80 75 67 100
Community engagement noted in mission statements or interviews 67 40 100 83 40 75 33 75
e o b oo P a0 w0 s @ m @ w
Go through institutions and mainstream markets 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100
Strategies suggested in Build the capacity of farmers to meet demand 33 80 33 50 60 50 67 50
interviews for scaling up Connect to food assistance resources 33 0 100 50 20 25 33 50
food access work Try adaptive food hub and food access strategies 0 0 67 33 0 0 0 50
Treat food hubs as a public good 33 60 33 33 60 25 67 50

aThis question asked food hub managers to indicate if these topics were “strongly related,” “somewhat related” or “not related” to their missions. A hub has an “x” if they noted a topic as “strongly related.” If
blank, they noted “somewhat related” for all topics, except for “racial disparities via food access,” which was noted by food hub 3 as “not related.”
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established hubs); moderately dependent on exter-
nal revenue (6.3 activities), or highly dependent (5.5
activities, compared to those with no external reve-
nue with 2.0 activities); and nonprofits (5.7 activi-
ties) or mixed model hubs (5.2 activities, compared
to for-profits with 2.0 activities). These activities
are described in more detail below, divided by
actions that have a direct and indirect impact on
low-income food access.

Direct food access activities

Food hubs in our study are directly affecting food
access in low-income communities by regularly
donating to food pantries (6 hubs), accepting
federal food assistance (6), and providing trans-
portation to or deliveries from the local farmers
market, particularly for seniors (3). Four food hub
managers (FH 2, 6, 9, 10) additionally noted in
interviews that they sell to institutional markets
that serve low-income populations. One hub
started selling fresh, local produce to a Meals on
Wheels program after seniors started asking for
better quality food. This hub also partners with a
nonprofit that serves nearly 1,000 free meals a day,
five days a week to low-income children in four
area schools. Another manager described a partner-
ship where the local high school purchases from
the food hub every other week for five months,
sending food home with students on the weekends.
Two of the food hubs in our study also participate
in Michigan’s 10 Cents a Meal program, a farm-to-
school food purchasing program described further
below. One of these food hubs is also part of a
Farm to Freezer program; run by Goodwill Indus-
tries of Northern Michigan, the program flash-
freezes locally grown produce while the food hub
handles distribution, as the manager explained:

To me, that is a really fine example of how
multiple entities are addressing multiple issues
that exist within a community in a creative
way that is taking a systemic and holistic
approach to the challenge rather than [only
looking at the] food access problem. ... In the
north (of Michigan), we can provide nutri-
tious, fresh vegetables for [only] three months
out of the year, but we can put infrastructure
in place for processing that local produce in a
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way that can provide fresh frozen product all
year around. (FH 2)

Four food hubs, including one with a mixed
model and all three nonprofits, also engage in
direct-to-consumer sales in low-income commu-
nities (FH 7, 9, 10, 11). Managers from three of
these hubs have “veggie box” programs that accept
federal food assistance or that offer subsidized
rates for low-income households. One program
started as a workplace delivery system to aggregate
produce from local farms. To make the program
accessible to SNAP (Supplemental Nutrition Assis-
tance Program, or food stamps) recipients, a grant
subsidizes boxes half filled by the local food bank
and half filled by the food hub. A second hub
delivers 50 of its 80 veggie boxes each week to
homebound seniors. This latter food hub also
started operating a mobile market that accepts
SNAP and Double Up Food Bucks (explained
further below) and goes to businesses, senior cen-
ters, Head Start centers, schools, and outdoor sites
during the summer. Finally, two of these food hubs
also run neighborhood farm stands, which in one
case runs for 20 weeks in 21 neighborhoods, most
of which are low-income communities of color.

Indirect food access activities

Food hubs also mentioned a number of ways that
their work may have an indirect impact on food
access. Most food hubs (8 out of 11) partner with
other nonprofits that work on food access by
offering space, in-kind resources, or other assis-
tance. For example, one hub is part of an umbrella
group that runs a weekly food pantry, a farmers
market, and several programs to build the capacity
for backyard gardening in the city, including one
program that employs youth to build garden boxes
for low-income, low-mobility, and inexperienced
gardeners. Another food hub is supporting a new
nonprofit focused on community gardens, helping
with logistics, and offering its website for
promaotion.

Some interviewees also note that food hubs
play an educational, placemaking, and community-
engagement role that may indirectly affect food
access by “increasing the conversation about every-
thing having to do with food” (P 8). Nearly all
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food hub mission statements (FH 1, 4, 5, 8, 10, 11)
and eight of the 11 survey respondents (FH 1, 2, 4,
5, 6, 7, 8, 10) indicated that their food hubs actively
engage in some type of cooking, gardening, job
training, or broader food systems education. The
majority of mission statements (FH 1, 3, 4, 8, 9, 10,
11) also noted that their food hubs aim to create
opportunities for “community participation,”
demonstrate “concern for the community,”
“ensure community buy-in and support,” “create a
food community that empowers,” develop a “hub
of the community,” “increase the ownership of our
food system amongst all residents,” and “streng-
then bonds of civic trust...as well as civic
engagement.”

Several food hub managers (FH 3, 9, 11),
including one for-profit and two nonprofits,
described further in the interview how they have
attempted to engage local residents. As one for-
profit manager described, “We are the canvas upon
which the community can draw upon what it wants
to do...” (FH 3). This hub is also attempting to
become an “informational clearinghouse,” to help
local food pantries and farmers connect, and to be
“neutral territory” when tensions emerge between
food security organizations. Another nonprofit
food hub manager explained that it recently
received a grant to “get back to our community
organizing roots, learn about the people and assets
in our neighborhood, and help strengthen enter-
prises that we know exist underground in a neigh-
borhood that isn't supported by the current sys-
tem” (FH 11). Even by their presence, one food
hub partner argued that food hubs are a “physical
demonstration of the food system” and can be a
mechanism to raise awareness, and even action,
around food access and other food systems issues:

It’s very hard for people to think abstractly.
When you go to Eastern Market or Allen
Street or the Flint Market, you say “this is a
food hub!” You see people that grow the
food, the way it gets aggregated and dis-
tributed to people that can’'t come [to the
market] and there’s a health clinic upstairs,
and a Prescription [for Health Program]. ...
At least people can see what you're talking
about. I don’t know if [food hubs] can solve
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the problems [of food access], but they allow
the public to understand ... [and perhaps, be
inspired] to start doing very concrete
initiatives. (P 7)

Challenges that Limit Food Access Efforts

While most food hubs are engaged in food access
activities in some manner, interviewees also
acknowledged that the impact of these efforts is
often small or uncertain. One food hub partner
observed that “most of the food hubs have a
hyper-local impact on food access, within their
neighborhood and not much beyond that” (P 2).
Another partner who will soon launch a food hub
saw the current state of food access work more as
a function of the financial uncertainty many new
food hubs face, citing how “once it is more figured
out where [food hubs] sit economically, that will
help to determine their contribution to [food]
access” (P 6). This financial precariousness, and the
limits it places on how much hubs can do around
food access, was often discussed in Food Hub
Network meetings as well as our interviews (FH 2,
56,9,10,11; P 2, 3, 4, 7) regardless of the food
hub’s legal model, years in operation, or depend-
ence on external revenue sources (Table 2). One
food hub partner likened it to airline safety proto-
col, explaining that food hubs must remember to
“put on your own mask on before helping others”
(P 7), ensuring their own financial survival before
they try to fix other problems in the food system.

A major reason food hubs struggle financially,
some food hub managers (FH 2, 6, 9, 11) believe,
is because concentration in the agri-food system is
creating a “food crisis” (FH 2). It manifests in
obscuring “the real price of food” (FH 9) from the
public, creating lopsided competition between local
food initiatives and industrially produced food.

In this context, interviewees expressed that
food hubs can play a role in addressing food access,
but all food hub managers we interviewed and four
partners (P 2, 4, 5, 7) think only a *“collective and
collaborative, community-based approach” (FH 2)
can fully address food access, which is “a shared
responsibility of the community [that] includes
nonprofits, institutions, government, philanthropy,
and businesses” (P 4). As one food hub manager
added, “Itis on all of our shoulders. It is a federal,
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state, local, community-based, and family-based
priority” (FH 7). The other four food hub partners
(P 1, 3, 6, 8) believe the ultimate responsibility for
ensuring equitable food access falls on the shoul-
ders of government, whether through the farm bill,
SNAP, public universities, health departments, or
urban planning offices. No interviewee, therefore,
saw food hubs as the principal answer to the com-
plex problem of food insecurity, because it requires
multiple actions and because food hubs can play so
many roles, as one food hub partner sees it:

Food hubs are one way that food access could
be addressed in communities. It is not the only
way and it is not the best way because some of
those decisions are going to be made by the
community itself. ... There are so many roles
that a food hub might play, I don’t know that
a food hub needs to play all of them. ... The
problem is too big! I don't think a food hub
should hold itself accountable to fix such an
enormous problem. ... There are problems
that are just too big to solve! (P 8)

In another take on food insecurity, one food
hub manager argued that food hubs—at best—are
keeping small-scale farmers out of poverty: “When
food access is mentioned, farmers aren’t necessarily
even considered in that equation... The best work
we’re doing is putting money in the hands of small
local farmers and helping to increase their
household wealth so that they can eat the stuff that
they grow...We are [at least] keeping farmers from
being on food stamps” (FH 11). One food hub
manager also believes that food hubs ultimately
would have to ignore “the other part of the
equation”—supporting farmland preservation and
the viability of farming as a career—if they tried
exclusively to ensure that everyone had access to
affordable food:

I think that we really have to be careful as a
food hub... If our sole focus in the food
industry is on the people who are marginal-
ized, then we are not taking a systemic
approach to the food crisis that we have in

this country... The single biggest challenge is
that the amount of revenue generated by [pro-
viding equitable food access] is not sustainable
as a capitalistic business venture. ... We
would be unable to pay the farmers what the
food cost. That would be putting a short-term
band-aid on a systemic problem. We have
traditionally taken the approach in our food
system that food should be cheap and we
drive down the price to the bottom of the
value chain, which makes farming not a viable
career choice as a livelihood. If we continue
that approach we will not have any farmers.
(FH 2)

Scaling Up Efforts to Address Low-Income

Food Access

Despite the challenges, food hub managers and
partners we interviewed believe that a number of
strategies could enhance the financial viability of
food hubs even as they help build markets for local
farmers and more equitable food access, outlined
below.

Work through institutions and mainstream markets

All the food hub managers and food hub partners
agreed that the best way to scale up the food access
reach of food hubs—while ensuring their own
survival and the livelihoods of local farmers—is to
work through large-scale institutions or mainstream
markets where low-income populations shop and
eat the majority of their meals. Three food hubs
(FH 6, 7, 9) are exploring partnerships with small
grocery and convenience stores, including one idea
of incorporating “pop-up farm stands” in grocery
stores to gradually increase demand for a more per-
manent presence. Another mechanism for reaching
people where they shop is Michigan’s Double Up
Food Bucks (DUFB)s program, which one mana-
ger considers their food hub’s “most successful”
food access strategy (FH 10). DUFB allows SNAP
recipients to double their SNAP benefits for the
purchase of fruit and vegetables at participating
farmers markets and grocery stores. One food hub
manager is exploring how to support the independ-
ent retailers that are starting to accept DUFB,

6 See more about Double Up Food Bucks: http://www.doubleupfoodbucks.org/
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noting how: “l know that getting Michigan pro-
duce into the stores and merchandising is one of
the biggest challenges. ... We could be the supplier
for the Double Up stores, we could do the signage,
and we could train their staff” (FH 5).

Within the realm of institutional buyers, one
food hub manager (FH 2) is starting to see more
opportunities to sell to hospitals because of
Affordable Care Act incentives to invest in
“community benefits” initiatives to cut health care
costs (Union of Concerned Scientists [UCS] &
Johns Hopkins Center for a Livable Future [CLF],
2014, p. 7). A food hub partner (P4) also thinks
local government could play the same role, by
passing citywide food procurement policies for
public institutions. Two food hubs in our study are
also involved in Michigan’s 10 Cents a Meal pro-
gram. After an initial three-year pilot that launched
in 2013 with seven school districts in three coun-
ties, the 10 Cents a Meal program’ recently secured
additional state government match funding to
cover 32 school districts in 28 counties. As one
manager from a participating food hub explained,
sourcing to schools can be logistically complicated
without the involvement of a food hub to
aggregate local products:

[The idea of incentivizing local food pur-
chases] is great, but how do you get it to the
schools? ... Have eight farmers who are all
pulling up to the gate of the school through-
out the course of the day?! Schools don’t have
a receiving department and the cost associated
with eight different invoices is not feasible.
Our food hub solves a lot of issues by
creating one invoice and delivering multiple
products. (FH 2)

Build the capacity of farmers to meet demand

Despite the potential to serve more institutions, the
majority of food hub managers (FH 2, 4,5, 7, 8,
10)—regardless of their legal model, years in
operation, or revenue sources—have needed to
build the capacity of local farms to meet the larger
volumes and food safety standards institutions
demand. As one manager expressed, “We can’t

scale the farmers we have fast enough to meet the
demand we are getting from institutions” (FH 2).
Another food hub manager sees its investment in
farmer capacity as the best means to ensure its
hub’s economic viability: “I think one of the big-
gest leaps for food hubs is that we have a whole
new [group] of new farmers who don’t know how
to sell to food hubs. Farmer development is an
investment in our future business” (FH 9). One
food hub is having to do so much farmer support,
it is considering transitioning from a for-profit to a
nonprofit model because: “The type of work that
we are doing is a lot of supplier hand-holding
getting them ready to be distributors ... which
means we are not making money. If we are trying
to develop strong suppliers it lends itself more to a
mission base than a business base.” Similarly,
another food hub manager noted that farmer
capacity-building is the main factor slowing its
ability to reach institutional buyers:

We're not going to discard the notion that we
can get to institutional buyers...but it is going
to be a slow grow. At every point, it will
require some capacity building effort for
farmers. [Several years ago, local farmers’]
presentation of the produce was awful! So we
started our business development work-
shops ... developing a business plan, safe
food production, marketing, branding, etc.
(FH 4)

Connect more effectively to food assistance resources

Four food hubs, including one for-profit (FH 1)
and all three nonprofits (FH 9, 10, 11), believe that
one of the most direct routes to increasing the
capacity of food hubs to reach low-income consu-
mers would be to improve mechanisms for tapping
into federal food assistance. Six of the 11 food
hubs surveyed (FH 4, 6, 7, 9, 10, 11), including
three of the mixed-model and all three nonprofits,
already accept public food assistance, such as
SNAP (also known as EBT—Electronic Benefits
Transfer). However, several food hub managers
(FH 1, 9, 10) said it is not possible to accept federal
food assistance benefits virtually, which affects

7 See more about the 10 Cents a Meal program: https://www.groundworkcenter.org/projects/farm-to-school/10-cents-a-meal.html
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hubs that sell through online platforms. One of
these hubs is planning to open a farm store but is
daunted by the paperwork that it would take to
accept SNAP. The other two food hubs find that
the process of accepting SNAP makes their opera-
tions inefficient. One hub cannot deliver its veggie
boxes to SNAP participants as it does other custo-
mers, because the EBT card owner must be pre-
sent to swipe their card, in accordance with federal
law. Another hub has organized its box delivery
around EBT customer schedules, but deliveries
must often be rescheduled when customers are not
home, adding additional time and creating a
delivery route not based on geographic efficiency.

A larger, related issue for one food hub is its
limited capacity to reach more customers on fed-
eral food assistance; as one explained, “We’re not
doing very well reaching EBT customers. ... Our
farm stand is open four days a week, but we have a
hard time getting people into that space. We just
invested in signage. It has improved food access in
the neighborhood but not by a lot. There is a lot of
foot soldier organizing stuff that we could do in a
better way.”

Adapt food hub models and strategies to address food access
Another idea that emerged in our interviews is to
explore more adaptive food hub models and
broader strategies to improve food security
alongside local food economies. For instance, two
of the food hub partners (P 4, 7) and two non-
profit food hub managers (FH 9, 11) suggested
that part of what can reduce their dependence on
outside funding is to use the profits from one area
to subsidize food access programs that operate at a
loss. As one food hub partner has seen, “Food
hubs need diverse markets to make it work for
access. They need to cross-subsidize. ... They need
70 percent high end so they can do 30 percent low
end” (P 4). For one food hub, this meant expand-
ing its customer base to subsidize work with low-
income customers, as staff came to accept that
“You can still have your values while selling vege-
tables to rich people!” Another food hub started
selling imported foods like bananas to attract more
customers, but this essentially subsidized its local

food work and brought prices down for low-
income residents. Its veggie box program, for
instance, has an “a la carte” option that offers both
local and non-local products, which is currently
more popular than the “farmers choice box”
entirely from local farms. One food hub partner
described the need to consider more flexible food
hub models as:

The willingness to say “OK, I'm not going to
do what everybody wants, but are there ways
to morph so that | can actually do the work of
the food hub even better?” That’s a huge
struggle. ... How do you have a clear

mission ... without becoming a purist? You
can get to a place where it becomes so sure of
itself that it loses its ability to actually adapt
and be resilient itself and figure out how to
function in that community. ... It can become
anti more than service oriented. (P 7)

Building from the notion of not becoming a
“purist,” a second, related question two food hub
partners raised (P 2, 3), including one person who
previously ran a food hub, is whether the focus on
food hubs is too narrow to adequately build local
food economies alongside increased food access in
low-income communities. As one partner framed
it, it may be important to look at a broader supply-
chain approach:

By looking just at food hubs, we're missing a
huge part of these small and midsized distrib-
utors. We might not call them food hubs
because they sell lemons and coconuts, but
they also sell lots of Michigan product, mov-
ing and delivering it to small grocers and
businesses across the state where we don’t see
any food hub activity. ... In northeast
Michigan, one example is a business called
Consolidated Fruit Distributors, a 75-year-old
family-run produce distributor that drives
around to IGAs and corner stores, selling all
kinds of produce. They have 10 to 20 SKU'’s®
for local produce that they distribute—they
have the infrastructure, and relationships to

8 SKU is an industry abbreviation for “Stock Keeping Unit,” a unique code assigned to each inventory item.
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deliver products. ... Even though they aren’t
a food hub, they should be a part of this
work. We don’t want to stop working with
food hubs, but how do we broaden our scope
to think about food distribution generally in
this state? ... There may be value in widening
the scope of food access and food value chain
work to integrate more traditional, existing
infrastructure and hybrid systems that sell
local alongside non-local foods. (P 3)

Treat food hubs as public goods

Finally, tied to the challenges created by the global
food system, many interviewees—including mana-
gers from diverse types of food hubs (FH 2, 5, 6, 7,
10) and nearly all the food hub partners (P 1, 2, 4,
6, 7, 8)—suggested that food hubs could be subsi-
dized or supported through public financing.
Especially considering the fact that “our food
system is already riddled with subsidies,” one food
hub manager noted how “I don’t know how it’s
possible to have a business that is paying farmers a
fair price and helping low-income families afford
food without significant grant funding” (FH 5).
For one manager, the preoccupation with making
ends meet through sales and grant writing detracts
from working on their core social mission. Even
with nonprofit status, the manager noted, “I could
work more on the projects that mattered more to a
nonprofit if I wasn't so worried about our sales
[and fundraising]” (FH 10). This manager went on
to explain how the only way their nonprofit food
hub has been able to support so many diverse
programs around food access is because of its
subsidies:

Ideally, the sales from the hub will support
some of those activities that are less profitable
but contribute to food access. That is not yet
the case. We are currently 90% grant-funded
and 10% revenue-funded. We are trying to
flip it so that we are 10% grant-funded and
90% revenue-funded ... but we aren’t close to
it being financially viable at all. We would
have to do half a million dollars in sales and
we aren’t close to that. ... Without the sub-
sidy that nonprofits have access to, there’s no
way in hell these initiatives to increase food
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access would be possible without a nonprofit
status. |1 know there are successful hubs that
are for-profit but they are probably not serv-
ing a low-income neighborhood. ... I think
that government and foundations need to be
committed to supporting hubs that are located
in and serve low to moderate income
populations. (FH 10)

Interviewees noted how subsidies, grants, low-
interest loans, and other forms of debt-free capital
allow food hubs to experiment, take chances, and
tackle complex problems like food insecurity, with
“flexibility ... [and the] time and space to make
mistakes, to figure things out slowly” (FH 5).
Describing a new mobile market, one food hub
manager also described how it “has a lot of poten-
tial, but it has taken a lot of flexibility and move-
ment. ... You have to really give something a go to
know if it is going to work.” In this sense, espe-
cially if given the financial backing to do so, food
hubs may serve a larger, public purpose, to gener-
ate innovative solutions that could eventually be
scaled up as one manager put it:

The for-profit model is better for serving the
needs of our growers. ... Their aim is to have
the triple bottom line. Their primary goal is
profit, as it should be. Those hubs that are
beholden to grant dollars have state and
federal obligations to fulfill the objectives of
making sure that all socioeconomic groups
have equal access. ... | think we have a great
responsibility to use state and federal dollars
to run programs, take chances, dream big, and
to wrap our brain around bigger issues. (FH 7)

Another argument for subsidizing food hubs is
that so many are doing what should be the role of
the public sector to address food insecurity. During
a Food Hub Network discussion, for instance, one
attendee asked, “How can we improve access to
local food in northeast, lower, Michigan? We felt
that a food hub is only one way to do that...One
thing we need to do is more advocacy as it relates
to food and food hubs.” Several food hub partners
(P 1, 2, 6) also pointed out that the farmer
capacity-building most food hubs do should be the
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work of publicly funded agriculture extension
workers; as one explained, “Food hubs’ main role
is to drive markets. ... All the technical assistance
that we add on tends to blur the focus of a food
hub. They typically aren’t staffed for all that. That’s
what [Cooperative] Extension should do” (P 2).
Another partner who is launching a food hub
similarly argued:

I think there is a broad-level question about
how we think about food as a basic service at
a municipal level. Food systems planning is
starting to happen but it’s still not happening
that much, so instead we deal with it as a
public health crisis. ... The nonprofit sector
exists in part because of where government
stops. [We are] doing in some ways what ...
Extension should do. Nonprofits [including
food hubs] have stepped up for years to help
fill that gap, although I think that ultimately it
is a government responsibility. (P 6)

Finally, rather than think about support for
food hubs as subsidies, one food hub partner
argued that the support for food systems interven-
tions, including food hubs, should be seen as an
investment: “Cities have resources for economic
development. As more people begin to understand
that food systems are an economic driver ... we are
working on [ensuring that] food systems be identi-
fied as an asset for public financing” (P 4).

Discussion

Our findings suggest that Michigan’s food hubs are
still emerging in the current food system landscape,
so the role they may eventually play in addressing
equitable food access is still uncertain. All food hub
managers we spoke to, however, were aware of and
concerned about the inequitable food access issues
facing communities that surround them, and on
average they engage in four different food access
activities—at least two that have a direct impact on
food access in low-income communities and two
with more indirect effects.

Contrary to other arguments that food hubs
are best equipped to serve their social missions
once they become more established and financially
viable (Cleveland et al., 2014; Feldstein & Barham,
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2017; Fischer et al., 2015), our findings suggest the
opposite. Food hubs in our study that had been
operating for a year or less and were moderately or
highly dependent on external funding were carrying
out the highest number of food access activities.
These hubs were also most likely to state clearly in
written mission statements or in our survey that
they do not simply focus on food access “for all,”
but prioritize food access in economically disad-
vantaged communities. On the other hand, most
interviewees also admitted that many of their food
access activities are still small-scale and tentative
experiments, and all food hubs still find it a chal-
lenge to balance their need to become financially
viable with their desire to offer affordable food and
pay farmers a fair price.

Our findings are complicated by the fact that
the newest and most financially dependent food
hubs were nonprofits and sometimes mixed-model
hubs, making it difficult to disentangle whether it
was their funding base, legal model, or time in
operation that influenced their work on food
access. At the same time, food hubs in this study
that appeared most committed to equitable food
access also fit the pattern that Stroink and Nelson
(2013) suggest, where food hubs in the early stages
of development often “spread themselves too
thin,” (p. 628) attempting to address all the prob-
lems they see in the food system while facing a
“poverty trap” (p. 628) that limits their impact. A
recent USDA analysis of six food hubs that closed
their operations similarly found that, “One of the
common pitfalls of food hubs is trying to fill all of
the gaps in the local and regional food system. This
is a rather large and extremely challenging, if not
impossible, task, especially for an enterprise that is
just starting out. Food hubs often operate within
very thin profit margins; taking on too many
extraneous projects can quickly drain resources”
(Feldstein & Barham, 2017, p. 60).

Despite the challenges they face, food hub
managers and partners we spoke to still see at least
five pathways for addressing twin social and eco-
nomic goals. All discussed, for instance, working
more intentionally with institutions that often serve
meals to a large number of low-income popula-
tions such as hospitals and schools, an argument
scholars have also made (Stahlbrand, 2017). Many
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interviewees also spoke about needing to work
even more on building the capacity of farmers to
meet the institutional demand for local food,
working further with programs that subsidize the
cost of fresh, local food, such as Double Up Food
Bucks, and the need for mechanisms to simplify
the process of accepting federal food assistance,
especially virtually. Two food hubs are also “cross-
subsidizing” their food access work, either by
expanding their base of wealthier customers or by
incorporating non-local foods, while two food hub
partners also suggested a wider scope—to continue
working with food hubs but also long-established,
local food distribution operations—to further
address equitable food access in many places.

Finally, in addition to the number of ways food
hubs could attempt on their own to scale up efforts
to address food access, others suggested that
equity-oriented food hubs should be subsidized.
Much like Stroink and Nelson (2013) argue, many
interviewees in this study believe that the tradeoff
food hubs often face between meeting their social
missions and addressing their financial hurdles is
not a reflection of the failure of the food hub
model, but rather a reflection of the current
economic and political system that creates food
insecurity alongside economic uncertainty among
midscale producers and distributors. Subsidizing
access-focused food hubs located in the poorest
communities is justified, interviewees argued, based
on the variety of public goods food hubs provide,
from innovating ways to address access to healthy
food, to educating and engaging communities in
wider food systems change, and providing what
essentially amounts to agriculture extension—all
services that other food hub scholars have also
documented (Berti & Mulligan, 2016; Cohen &
Derryck, 2011; Le Blanc, Conner, McRae, &
Darby, 2014; Levkoe & Wakefield, 2011).

In part, public financing could be one means
to help food hubs move out of the poverty trap
while maintaining their commitment to equitable
food access. Continuing to operate outside the
state to fix food systems failures like food insecu-
rity, Levkoe and Wakefield (2011) imply, is akin to
justifying further retrenchment of the welfare state.
Daftary-Steel, Herrera, and Porter (2015) draw a
similar conclusion about urban agriculture, arguing
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that urban agriculture organizations are expected to
be financially self-sustaining while also providing
fresh, healthy food to low-income populations,
leadership opportunities for marginalized groups,
and jobs and income for small-scale producers.
They argue that together, these are an “unattainable
trifecta...the myth that urban agriculture can and
should, alone and without long-term funding investments,
simultaneously achieve these three goals”
(emphasis added, p. 21).

Conclusion

Like the assumption that local food is inherently
sustainable, healthy, and fair (Born & Purcell,
2006), similar claims have been made about food
hubs: that food hubs can and should increase
healthy food access in marginalized communities
(Barham, Tropp, Enterline & Farbman, 2012;
Hardy et al., 2016). Our study suggests that while
many food hubs can successfully integrate food
access activities into their operations, a food hub’s
commitment to food access—especially in low-
income communities—is not a given, and even less
certain is just how much impact they can have.
Food hubs may be one means of increasing afford-
able, healthy food access in certain scenarios, but it
may be unrealistic and unsustainable for many to
prioritize local sourcing, farm viability, and equita-
ble food access simultaneously—unless they can
figuratively “put on their own mask before helping
others,” ensuring their own financial stability.

The alternative to long-term public investment
in food hubs, urban agriculture, or other local food
initiatives is for the public sector to commit to a
more comprehensive strategy to address food sys-
tem failures. Stahlbrand (2017), for instance, argues
that rebuilding the “infrastructure of the middle”
will not be possible unless “legislation, restructur-
ing of markets, and use of public funds [especially
for public-sector food procurement] ... correct
imbalances in market power” (p. 83), such as “one
size fits all” agribusiness funding (Stroink &
Nelson, 2013, p. 632) and infrastructure, subsidies
and policy that cater to industrial agriculture
models (Spittler, Ross, & Block, 2011). These
arguments are reinforced by the broader call to
rebuild the food systems planning function that
many local governments in the U.S. performed at
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the start of the 1900s (Pothukuchi & Kaufman,
2000; Vitiello & Brinkley, 2014). As some partici-
pants in this study stated, the key is to ensure that
governments recognize that public support for
food system interventions, such as food hubs, is
likely to yield economic, public-health, environ-
mental, and social returns on investment (Roberts,
2014) and is just as critical as their work on hous-
ing, roads, schools, and other basic services
(Levkoe et al., 2018).

As food hubs mature, there are signs that they
are becoming more financially secure and playing a
number of important roles in rebuilding the middle
of the food system (Barham, 2012; Colasanti et al.,
2018), but more robust evidence of their impact on
equitable food access is still needed. Considering
the nascence of the food hubs in this study, the
limited geographic focus, and the small sample size,
our findings should not be seen as definitive.
Rather, this study should be seen as a point of
departure to investigate the geographic, economic,
and political scenarios that pose different enabling
or limiting factors when food hubs attempt to
meaningfully address inequitable food access.

In addition, food hub scholars may need to be
clearer about the type of food hubs they are study-
ing. Most research has focused on or assumed that
food hubs fit the “instrumental” and “producer-
centric” definition of the USDA (Horst, Ring-
strom, Tyman, Ward, Werner, & Born, 2011, p.
211), which Berti and Mulligan (2016) refer to as
“values-based agri-food supply chain” (p. 7) hubs
that tend to be for-profits focused on linking small
and midsized farmers to regional buyers. Our
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