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Local Food Indicators 

Key indicators can be used to measure the success of the local food 

system on an annual, or other regularly determined, basis. Initial 

measurements should be taken to determine a baseline for where the 

local food system is currently operating. Subsequent measurements can 

then be compared to baseline measures to assess changes over time. 

The indicators are organized by components of a food system to 

encourage systems-level thinking.2 Components of the food system are 

connected, and changes in one area will have consequences in another. 

When assessing the indicators listed below, the food system should be 

thought of as an integrated cycle rather than as individual components. 

Not all the indicators listed below will be applicable to all communities. 

Some indicators, such as number of farmers retiring with a succession 

plan, are intended for more rural communities. Others, such as the 

number of food insecure households, are applicable to all communities. 

These indicators are provided as examples. Cities are encouraged to tailor 

the indicators to their specific contexts. 

INTRODUCTION

Encouraging a successful local food system is a step 
that cities can take to build more resilient communities. 
Providing more local produce options gives residents the 
opportunity to consume more fruits and vegetables, which 
can in turn decrease the prevalence of several chronic 
diseases, including hypertension and cancer.1

In addition to the physical health benefits associated with 
improving access to fruits and vegetables, strengthening 
the local food system can help support the local economy. 
When residents buy local food, those dollars remain in the 
community. Local food can be sourced to local restaurants, 
benefiting both the grower and the restaurant owner. 

Opportunities for community gardening encourage residents to come together and socialize, 
strengthening social connections and engagement with the community. Community gardening 
also builds more resident investment in the community. 

This local food indicator checklist is meant to provide communities with measures to assess 
their current local food system. The checklist may be used at the beginning of an initiative to 
strengthen the local food system, and again at the end to measure progress.
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Local Food Indicator Checklist

Listed by food system component:

RESOURCE ORIGIN

Social/Health Indicators

Economic Indicators

q �Percent of crops lost as a result of disease or pests 

Data Sources: 

FARM INPUTS AND PRODUCTION

Social/Health Indicators

q �Number and distribution of city parks offering community gardening space 

q �Square feet of community gardening space allotted by the city 

q Average age of farmers 

q �Number of primary farm operators also working off the farm (farmers with more than one job) 

q �Number of farmers retiring with a succession plan* 

q Number of new farmers entering the market* 

Economic Indicators

q �Number of local farming operations and food manufacturers 

q �Acres of land in the “Agricultural” and “Agricultural - Preserve” zoning designation 

q Farm revenue and farm expenditure 

q �Dollar amount of small business grants and loans awarded to food-related businesses 

q �Percentage of people employed in agriculture (both primary farm operators and part time/migrant 

labor force) 

q �Loss of farmland/land under significant development pressure 

q Agricultural revenue in the county 

Data Sources: 

*This measure should be collected through interviews with farmers as an additional measure when needed. Focus should be placed on the average age of farmers 

as this data is more readily available. 

**It is difficult to measure the economic costs associated with poor nutrition, but an understanding of the impacts beyond the physical health effects is important.  

The economic costs of poor nutrition and obesity include direct medical costs, productivity costs, transportation costs, and human capital costs.3 
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PROCESSING AND DISTRIBUTION

	 Social/Health Indicators

	 	 q �Number of students taught basic cooking skills in the school district and through  

community classes                 

	 Economic Indicators

		  q �Number of hours commercial kitchen space is rented and number of entities kitchen space is  

rented to                 

		  q Amount of locally-grown or locally-produced food sold in local stores                 

		  q Dollars spent on locally-grown or locally-produced food by local school district                 

		  q Pounds of locally-grown or locally-produced food served in local school district                 

		  q Revenue from food processors and food distributors (as a part of the county’s economy)                  

		  q Percentage of people employed in the food industry                 

	 Data Sources: 	

CONSUMPTION AND DEMAND

	 Social/Health Indicators

	 	 q Fruit and vegetable consumption                 

	 	 q Prevalence of diabetes and obesity                 

	 	 q �Number of food insecure households (also look specifically at number of food insecure households 

within the farming community itself)                 

	 	 q Percentage of population that qualifies for social safety net programs (SNAP, WIC, etc.)                 

	 	 q Percentage of population that uses social safety net programs (SNAP, WIC, etc.)                 

	 	 q Percentage of students that qualify for federal free and reduced lunch programs                 

	 Economic Indicators

	 	 q �Number of Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) benefit dollars spent at local farmers 

market                 

	 	 q Number of days locally-grown or locally-produced food served in local school district                 

	 	 q Number of restaurants committed to sourcing locally-grown or locally-produced food                 

	 	 q Economic costs associated with poor nutrition**                 

	 Data Sources: 	

WASTE MANAGEMENT

	 Social/Health Indicators

	 	 q Amount of food donated to food shelves rather than thrown away                 

	 	 q Food waste reduction measures put in place at the source (in the fields, during processing, etc.)                  

	 Economic Indicators

	 	 q Number of restaurants and institutions who compost their waste                 

	 	 q Creation of municipal composting program                 

	 Data Sources: 	
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Methods of Preserving Land 
for Agricultural Use

Preservation of agricultural land is an integral 

component of building a strong food system. The 

following strategies are examples of methods through 

which to preserve land for agricultural use. 

OVERLAY/FLOATING ZONES
An additional layer of requirements on top of existing 

zoning regulations. These zones are intended to 

provide extra regulation in areas that are particularly 

sensitive to the effects of development. 

CONSERVATION EASEMENTS
In most cases, permanent and binding contracts in 

which the owner turns over development rights to 

the land to a qualified organization that will hold 

them, as well as monitor and enforce the ban against 

development. 

PURCHASE OF DEVELOPMENT RIGHTS (PDR)
A PDR program pays landowners for the development 

rights associated with their land. The landowner retains 

full ownership of the land, but the right to develop it is 

retired and a conservation easement is placed on it to 

assure compliance. 

TRANSFER OF DEVELOPMENT RIGHTS (TDR)
TDR programs move development rights from high-

quality open space to areas that are designated for 

urban development. Landowners in sending zones 

voluntarily choose to sell development rights to 

developers who use the rights to develop at increased 

densities in receiving zones. Landowners who sell their 

development rights place a permanent conservation 

easement on their property. 
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