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The Northwoods Food Project was developed in conjunction with Cook County 
Extension to work on increasing local food production and education for people of all 
ages. 

This project will form the baseline for further development of local niche food 
markets. The objective of the food surveys are to determine the amount of food 

produced and sold in Cook County and the amount of food purchased from 

elsewhere and sold in the county. We want to find out where these dollars are 

being spent and whether we can capture more of them through local food 
production in the future.

The nonprofit received a Community Assisted Partnership grant for CURA to hire a 
graduate student for the Spring 2015 semester to quantify in market sectors the food 
dollars leaving Cook County, the food dollars staying in Cook County, and the 
potential for keeping food dollars in the county. 
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Increasing Interest
When considering the local food movement, the three primary avenues used to 
promulgate local foods have been CSA’s, farmers markets, and food hubs. Farm 
operations with direct-to-consumer (DTC) sales of food increased from 116,733 to 
144,530 between 2002 and 2012. There were 8,268 farmers markets operating in 
2014 which was up 180% since 2006. (Low, Sarah A. et al, 2015)
Some believe that the product is fresher or freer of chemicals. Others appear to gain 
non-monetary satisfactions such as direct interaction with producers, a greater sense 
of community, and the belief that buying local is helping the environment, small 
farmers, or the local economy.

Higher Willingness to Pay
While some consumers buy local to save money, other appear to be willing to pay a 
substantial premium to buy local.
USDA Organics label needs other qualifiers to achieve a higher WTP and State logos 
do not achieve a higher WTP, regional attributes receive anywhere from 25 to 41 
cents  per unit  over competitors. (Meas et al. 2014)

Adds Regional Economic Benefit
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Most of the revenue from the direct and intermediated supply chains remains within 
the local economies, while a relatively large portion leaves the region in the 
mainstream chain. (King et al. 2010)
Farmers markets in Iowa were found to have multiplier effects of 1.58 on indirect and 
induced sales for the producer and an additional effect of 1.47 due to indirect and 
induced income in the surrounding area (Newman, C. 2010).
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Local businesses and government wants to expand and diversify economic growth 
opportunities in Cook County. What leaves our county every month as people 
purchase food outside of our county for their business or home? 

Since we don’t have a study that actually has determined those values, our low 
‘estimation’ of a $13-14 million by study from U of M Duluth.

If we can capture 2-3% of the market – that translates to local dollars being kept in 
our community. 
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Cook County has only 10% private land ownership. Of that 10% land ownership, much 
is not farmable. Most of the ‘farmable’ land has been marketed as recreational lands 
and is not being used for food production. 
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Survey all the governmental entities, restaurants, gift shops, farmers market, gas 
stations, grocery stores, local producers selling commercially, and on-farm sales to 
determine the total food dollars being spent in Cook County.
Determine percentage of local vs. outside Cook County dollars being spent in the 
different market sectors.
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Northwoods food Project contacted via email and phone 163 Businesses.

The list was exhaustive and comprehensive.

6



7



Average of respondents multiplied by 125 businesses
Weighted average suggests its closer to $54,000,000.
Categories are unrepresentative
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Note: Revenue and Costs likely higher due to non-participation from largest 
businesses
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For every dollar spent in the County $5 was spent on regional products that could be 
grown here

Total veggies not being grown locally

Maple Syrup example
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What are producers doing now?
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Small-scale growers are excluded from partnering with larger institution and from 
accessing larger processing systems because of several issues (Newman, C. 2010): 
Capacity limitations for small-scale farmers who have difficulty achieving high 
volumes, consistent quality, timely deliveries, and out-of-season availability 
demanded by the established food industry. 
An inability of larger retailers to rely on small producers with no alternative should 
their products fail 
A reticence from food service directors to engage in time consuming tasks such as 
negotiating terms of service and coordinate deliveries

Capacity - “Can't just bring in for the few weeks their produce is available and leave 
our restaurant in the lurch for the rest of the year.” “Where can I get 30 dozen eggs 2 
days after I need them?  We need supply so that we don't get into a scramble.  
Likewise, what happens in the off-season when my demand is not high?”
Seasonality – “Too time consuming to switch back and forth between suppliers.” “If a 
producer is large enough to provide during the on-season (July through Nov) they are 
too big to survive the off-season.”
Price – “To sell for a profit, we have to get the lowest price possible.” “Don't have to 
match (they understand that overhead is higher here) and they'd be willing to go up 
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10% on cost but not 20 or 30%”
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Knowing who we can contact to get it.  Knowing that supply is consistent.  Knowing 
that it is a good arrangement for the supplier (i.e. that they are making a living too, 
not getting hung out to dry in the winter...).
Willing to pay more, just need enough. 
Something that shows what's available. Perhaps an aggregator, food hub, or website. 
Weekly newsletter that highlights available local produce. Reinhart is based out of 
Rogers and does a local produce 'hotsheet' - stuff that's available and in season 
regionally.
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Northwoods Food Project: Green Dollars Survey Results 

OVERVIEW: The market for local foods in Cook County is severely underdeveloped. There is high interest for 

locally produced food products and a willingness in certain market segments to pay a premium for those local 

foods. These businesses simply need a reliable source. The size of the economy suggests that millions of dollars 

are being left on the table by local producers. The primary barriers are issues with land access and seasonality 

that hinder producer capacity. By supporting existing producers and creating an avenue for future producers to 

settle in the county and combat the extreme conditions, Cook County can diversify and become a stronger and 

more resilient economy. 

ANALYSIS: At about $61 million in pre-tax revenue in 2014 for all food businesses, Cook County has a 

substantially larger food economy than previously estimated. The actual figure is likely larger still due to self-

selection bias (the largest businesses in the county did not participate in the survey). Against the $61 million in 

revenue is about $24 million in food costs (ratio is consistent with food industry norms) that represents the size 

of the wholesale market for local producers.  

Businesses want local options. Respondents articulated up to 30 alternatives (Appendix A) they would 

buy from local sources. Currently, for every dollar reported to have been spent on Cook County food products in 

2014, 5 dollars were spent on an alternative produced in MN or WI (Appendix A). This implies those products 

could be produced in Cook County. Low Capacity, seasonality, and price are the primary concerns of businesses 

(Appendix B). Businesses reported they need a reliable source that has the capacity to keep up with demand. 

Local producers provide little retail or wholesale sales. Current Cook County producers only capture 

about $1,304,000 in sales – a negligible amount compared to the total estimated food sales ($54 million) or 

wholesale market ($24 million). Local producers report the lack of land, remote location, and absence of 

community support are barriers for expansion (Appendix D). They suggest access to affordable capital for land, 

equipment, and labor; equipment sharing; and better customer connections as ways to expand (Appendix E). 

Distributors are enthusiastic about offering business support. Their support ranges from offering pro-

bono consultation to formal business partnerships. Distributors offered assistance in navigating food safety 

regulations and other vendor requirements common at this stage of the food system. Some even offered to 

handle all logistics and connect producers directly with retailers for only a small handling fee (as opposed to the 

producers selling to the distributor at a lower price). Itemized totals for specific food product costs were not 

available from either the businesses (logistically difficult) or distributors (privacy issues). 

RECOMMENDATION: Meet demand by continuing to expand local production 

Possible immediate next steps 

1) Develop website, newsletter, or local product hotsheet as platform to connect producers and businesses 

2) Provide current producers more access to affordable capital instruments  

o small business loans, grants, business development and, agricultural training 

3) Identify several niche food product candidates for feasibility research on product expansion by crossing 

examining list of business food products (Appendix A) with list of available local food (Appendix C) 

Down the Road 

1) Explore feasibility of agricultural land trusts and equipment sharing  

2) Explore jobs programs through the University, FFA, MNDoA, WOOFing, or AmeriCorps to provide avenue 

for labor and young producers to settle in the county 

3) Pursue business relationship with distributors to help promulgate local foods. 

4) Develop Local Food hub 
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Apples 

Honey Crisp (pending) 

Zestar (pending) 

Sweet 16 (pending) 

Frostbite (pending) 

Chestnut Crab Apple (pending) 

Veggies 

Squash 

Cukes/zukes 

Rhubarb 

Spring Mix 

Potatoes 

Onions 

Carrots 

Hops 

Cascade Hops 

Vojvodina Hops

 

 

RESOURCES 

Information and Model websites 

MISA - http://www.misa.umn.edu/ 
Minnesota Food Charter - http://mnfoodcharter.com/ 

- Resources    ->   Webinars   ->   Secrets to Successful (and failed) Food Hubs: What you need to know 
Homegrown Minneapolis - http://www.ci.minneapolis.mn.us/sustainability/homegrown/index.htm 
Gardening Matters - http://www.gardeningmatters.org/ 
 
Production Models 

Bayfield Food Producers Cooperative - http://bayfieldfoods.org/ 
Pride of the Prairie - http://www.morris.umn.edu/healthyeating/partners/prideoftheprairie/ 
 

Maple Syrup ~7700 gallons

Varieties of Fish

Baked goods 30,000 units

Coffee

Apples

Veggies $16,483

Eggs $1,224.50

Meat $600

Raspberries $300

Tomatoes

Asparagus (2016 season)

Strawberries (Pick your own)

Hops (pending)

Products Available (13 respondents)

http://www.misa.umn.edu/
http://mnfoodcharter.com/
http://www.ci.minneapolis.mn.us/sustainability/homegrown/index.htm
http://www.gardeningmatters.org/
http://bayfieldfoods.org/
http://www.morris.umn.edu/healthyeating/partners/prideoftheprairie/

