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The current interest in community, regional, and local food systems 
provides an ideal context for bringing together multiple Extension 
disciplines, professionals, and partners to create, maintain, and 

support profitable, sustainable, and affordable food production and 
distribution schemes with the ultimate outcome of healthier diets and 
healthier people across the Southern Region. “Local foods” is a natural fit 
for Extension, as it encompasses farmers, food processors and distributors, 
community gardens, farmers markets, community volunteers, economic 
development, food security, better nutrition for children and adults —all areas 
in which Extension has deep expertise, dedicated and skilled professionals, 
and decades of documented success.

What is new, different, and much-needed is an interdisciplinary approach, 
breaking down the silos separating Extension’s different subject-matter areas 
to create a multiskilled team to identify commonalities, existing programs, 
and current successes and to learn how to evaluate, replicate, and document 
those successes across the region, in order to effectively communicate 
Extension’s impact related to local foods, an issue of national importance.

The Community, Local, and Regional Food Systems  
Multi-State Work Group
In 2013, a multi-state working group of Extension professionals representing 
a variety of disciplines, including human nutrition, agricultural profitability, 
horticulture, community development, accountability, and marketing 
communications came together to address this opportunity, by demonstrating 
the value of interdisciplinary programming efforts and by developing 
common measures for evaluating and communicating Extension’s impact.

Accomplishments: The group identified community gardens and 
farmers markets as the first programming efforts for application of the 
interdisciplinary approach. The  group’s other accomplishments include:
• Developed an inventory of more than 60 Extension assets in the 

Southern Region related to local foods. This inventory will provide a 
basis for future collaboration, evaluation, and replication across the 
region.

• Identified preliminary common measures for evaluating farmers 
markets and community gardens, which will provide a means of 
gathering consistent data and communicating region-wide impact.
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• Developed mission, vision, and values statements and strategic goals and 
objectives to guide the work group’s activities.

• Developed a proposal for marketing communications support from an 
Extension communications unit. Funds to support the proposal could 
be derived from a grant or by asking Directors and Administrators to 
contribute funds or provide in-kind communications support.

• Presented a workshop at the National Association of Extension Program 
and Staff Development Professionals entitled, “Capturing Collective 
Impact: An Exemplar from a Multi-State Extension Work Group on 
Community, Local, and Regional Food Systems.” 

Future Plans: The work group plans to continue learning and exploring new 
ways to expand on their previous accomplishments, including
• Sharing the asset inventory and common measures with decision-

makers and subject-matter specialists in their respective states.
• Identifying common measures for other aspects of local foods work.
• Creating evaluation tools that gather data using the common measures.
• Developing an accountability plan, including shared messages and 

communications tools to promote Extension’s impact.
• Linking with the eXtension Community of Practice for Community, 

Local, and Regional Food Systems, and consider forming a user-created 
eXtension CoP to facilitate communication and collaboration.

• Expanding the asset inventory to include other states and institutions in 
the Southern Region.

• Involving key local foods researchers and Extension professionals 
throughout the Southern Region in this work group.

Funding
The work group members plan to apply for a minimum of $300,000 in grant 
funds annually to develop promising Extension initiatives in local foods. In 
addition, we are preparing an RFP to offer to Extension communications 
units, inviting proposals to lead our efforts in shared messages and 
communications tools that showcase Extension’s work in the local foods 
arena. This communications effort is a key resource supporting all FTEs in 
the Southern Region working in local food systems, and the budget requested 
to support it is $15,000, in funding or in in-kind contributions of staff effort.


