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Overview

The most effective partnerships between farmers and food institutions are built on trust,
mutual respect, and shared benefit. This session dives into strategies for building lasting
relationships, from fair pricing and transparent communication to innovative purchasing
programs that turn surplus or “seconds” into valuable community food.

Main takeaways

Trust through transparency and communication: The foundation of effective farmer-
food bank relationships rests on honest, consistent communication that goes beyond
transactions. Successful partnerships require understanding what each party is up against
and giving benefit of the doubt when things don't go as planned. As one food bank
representative emphasized, the partnerships that endure are those built on genuine
relationships rather than purely transactional exchanges.



Moving beyond the transaction: The most resilient partnerships involve regular check-ins
and personal connections. Some farmer partners may only text a few times a year but
remain loyal, while others need daily communication—and that daily conversation may be
their only human contact. Recognizing and respecting these different relationship needs is
essential.

Practical Strategies for Win-Win Outcomes

Crop and menu planning: Successful collaborations begin with early season planning
where both parties understand planting schedules, harvest timelines, and volume
commitments. Food hubs and banks that work closely with farmers on crop planning help
them move from growing 40 different crops to specializing in 8-20 crops that are best
suited for their farm's soil, equipment, and expertise. This specialization allows farmers to
perfect their production while maintaining diversification for risk management.

One food hub works with over 100 Maine farmers using detailed spreadsheets and
templates for each farm, transforming what was once market competition into crop
specialization and collaboration.

Fair pricing models: Pricing emerged as a critical tension point. While the session heard
examples ranging from 10-12 cents per pound for excess produce to 16-18 cents for
planned agriculture, the key principle is working together around fair market values. Food
hubs that ask farmers what they want to charge, then share what other farmers are
receiving, create more equitable negotiations. One food bank transitioned a watermelon
farmer who was leaving agriculture into a planned-ag partner growing 300 acres exclusively
for them—more expensive than excess produce, but providing predictable supply and
sustainable income.

Start small, build trust: Rather than launching large-scale partnerships immediately,
successful collaborations begin with small wins. Partners learn what works for both the
farm and the institution before scaling up. This approach allows both parties to understand
each other's capabilities, constraints, and communication styles.

Real-World Success Stories

Davis Farms: multi-generational resilience: Larry Davis shared how his 225-year-old
family farm in Warren County, North Carolina operates as a 250-acre diversified operation.
After retiring from IBM, he returned to revive a farm that had fallen into disrepair. His
operation emphasizes community connection—while selling to large institutions, the
farm's heart remains with local customers. Davis stressed that every farmer must annually
address fundamental questions: short and long-term goals, diversification strategies, new
technologies to adopt, succession planning, and balancing farm-to-table with larger



markets. His farm has established a farm trust for succession planning, ensuring
continuity beyond his generation.

Food Bank of Central and Eastern North Carolina: Evolution through and beyond LFPA:
Serving 600,000 people across 34 counties with six warehouses, this food bank historically
focused on zero-cost excess produce. The LFPA program fundamentally shifted their
approach, introducing them to small farmer partnerships and fair market value
purchasing. Now, post-LFPA, they're working to find their "sweet spot"—balancing the
need to stretch dollars with supporting local food systems. They've learned that not all
partnerships need to flow through their warehouses; some involve direct farm-to-agency
deliveries that better serve both farmers' logistics and agencies' needs.

Farmer Food Share: Comprehensive food hub model This Durham-based nonprofit
works with 60-70 farms across North Carolina, picking up produce directly from farms and
creating institutional markets including a five-year contract with Durham Public Schools. In
2024, they reinvested $1.6 million into farmers—87% of whom are new farmers, women-
owned, or BIPOC operations. Their programs span food access boxes for community
partners, food-as-medicine initiatives, SNAP incentive programs distributing nearly
$500,000 to farmers markets, CSA subscriptions that tripled in one year, and farm-to-
early-childcare serving 18 centers. When Western North Carolina experienced a
devastating hailstorm, they connected affected farmers with institutional buyers to prevent
waste and maintain income.

Farm to Neighbor Maine: Crisis response through collaboration: When federal LFPA
funding was frozen in March, nine Maine entities that had received funding—some
dependent on it for 70% of their sales—faced potential collapse. Rather than competing
for remaining resources, they joined Farm to Neighbor Maine, an initiative of Colleen
Hanlon-Smith’s to collaboratively fundraise and advocate. This coalition includes refugee
and immigrant farmer cooperatives, native-owned farms, and multi-generational
operations. Colleen, who runs both a 900-member CSA program and a wholesale
distribution business serving 60+ schools across 13 counties, emphasized that
specialization doesn't mean monocropping—farms still maintain 8-20 crop diversity while
optimizing for their best-suited products and highest margins.

Addressing Common Challenges

The Loneliness of farming: Larry Davis poighantly described how small and medium
farmers often feelisolated from larger agricultural systems. The mental and physical
burden of farming can be overwhelming, making it crucial for farmers to have partners—
whether a spouse, farm partner, or trusted ally—with whom they can share challenges and
seek counsel. This emotional support system is as vital as technical or financial
assistance.



Gleaning etiquette and farm safety: When volunteer gleaners visit farms, they must
understand and respect farm business operations, FSMA rules (Food Safety Modernization
Act), and food safety protocols. The Society of St. Andrew, which organizes gleaning across
the Southeast and Midwest, emphasized that successful gleaning requires farmer-
coordinated timing, volunteer training on farm etiquette, and understanding that herding
volunteer groups requires special skills. Some farmers provide excess from their
packinghouses rather than field gleaning, depending on their harvest schedules and sales
commitments.

Infrastructure sharing opportunities: A key insight emerged: food hubs and food banks
look remarkably similar from a distance—both have warehouses, cold storage, and truck
fleets, and both operate as connectors within complex systems requiring dozens of
relationships with buyers, food access sites, farmers, and suppliers. This similarity
presents opportunities for shared infrastructure, logistics, and supply chain management
that could benefit both models.

Critical Tensions and Honest Conversations

Hunger relief vs. farm viability: The session's most pointed question addressed the
apparent similarities between food banks and food hubs (as mentioned above) by
underlining the very real difference in incentives. There’s an inherent tension between food
banks seeking maximum food volume at minimum cost and food hubs focusing on paying
farmers fair prices.

The response acknowledged this tension directly: the current crisis mentality pushes
organizations to distribute as many nonperishables as possible, but this approach doesn't
reinvest in local economies or farmers, and therefore won't shift the needle on hunger
long-term. The critical question became: Is the priority hunger relief, farm viability, or both?
And if both, how do we balance them?

Carter Crane from the Food Bank of Central and Eastern North Carolina encouraged food
banks to improve storytelling and fundraising to find the sweet spot between stretching
dollars and investing dollars. They need both the cheap excess that would otherwise go to
waste and the higher-priced local food that supports community food systems. The
challenge is maintaining this balance without consistent federal funding, requiring
collaboration among food banks, pantries, farms, and community efforts to allocate
resources strategically.

Showing appreciation: One innovative practice highlighted: hosting off-season thank-you
breakfasts where farmers visit the food bank or food hub, tour facilities, meet agency
partners, see their produce's impact, and enjoy a home-cooked meal. Many farmers have
never seen where their food goes after leaving the farm; this visibility strengthens
commitment and understanding.



Looking Forward

The session concluded with recognition that the next gathering should prioritize deeper
discussions about pricing—it will be "very, very, very important" for determining whether
the food system actually shifts the needle on hunger while supporting farmer
sustainability. The work requires balancing multiple imperatives: feeding hungry people,
supporting local farmers, investing in community economies, and building resilient food
systems that can withstand funding disruptions and policy changes.



