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Introduction

On July 29, 2008, the Planning, Building and Zoning Committee voted to approve a study of Sustainable Agriculture in Lake County.  After its yearlong study, the Illinois Food Farms, and Jobs Task Force (2009) has just recently submitted its report to the legislature recommending that our state’s rural, suburban and urban communities encourage local food production and distribution.
This study on Sustainable Farming and Local Food Production in Lake County summarizes recent legislation and policies that promote sustainable agriculture and locally grown food on federal, state and regional levels, including several of the County’s own policies.  Finally, staff provides recommendations for Lake County to consider in encouraging the production, distribution, and consumption of locally grown food. 
Background

Where does our food come from?  This is a question frequently being asked in our local and national media.  Food typically travels on average 1,500 miles to get to your plate.  90% of our food is grown and processed out of state.  
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These figures are of particular concern to our state.  Illinois is one of the top states in agricultural production, yet little of what is grown here is consumed here.  Lake County farms produce much more corn and soybeans for the national and international markets than food for local markets. 

Benefits

More and more consumers across the country are going out of their way to find food that is grown closer to home (aka locavores).  Fruits and vegetables travelling long distances lose flavor and nutritional value.  High-end restaurants in Chicago advertise their locally grown ingredients.  Areas in the region, known as “food deserts,” have limited access to fresh and healthy food.
The numbers of farmers’ markets and community sustained agriculture (CSA) businesses have increased dramatically in recent years.  Demand for organically raised foods is outpacing capacity for production and distribution, and as a result, organic foods are increasingly being imported from abroad.  
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Lake County would greatly benefit from adopting local food planning policies that:

· Grow jobs in the “green economy,” 
· Increase availability of fresh and healthy foods, especially in underserved communities,
· Minimize energy use and negative environmental effects in food production, transportation and distribution,
· Increase profitability and values of agricultural land, and
· Increase food reserves for emergency preparedness.
The Chicago Metropolitan Agency for Planning (2009), the National Association of Counties (2007), and the American Planning Association (2007) each recognize these benefits and have recommended that local governments take action in supporting local agriculture and food production.  
Barriers
The Illinois Food, Farms and Jobs Task Force identified barriers to building a local farm and food economy.  These barriers include problems related to having: enough farmers and laborers to grow diversified food products; the infrastructure required to process, transport and distribute food products; and markets accessible to informed customers.
Agriculture in Lake County

The Lake County Caliper reported in November 2007 that Lake County has lost 8,500 acres of agriculture land from 2000 to 2005.  The report estimates that farmland constitutes only 11.6% of Lake County.
Greg Koeppen, Manager of the Lake County Farm Bureau, told the News-Sun (Feb. 2009) that while farm acreage has continued to decrease, the number of farms has actually risen.  He is seeing an increase in the number of specialty growers on smaller farms in Lake County.  
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State and Federal Legislation
After decades of policies that encourage monocultures in agriculture, recent legislation on the State and Federal levels is aimed at facilitating locally grown specialty crops of fruits and vegetables.

The Illinois State legislature created the 2007 Illinois Food, Farms and Jobs Act (PA 95-145) “to create jobs and revitalize Illinois’ rural, suburban, and urban communities by enabling Illinois farmers to produce what Illinois people purchase.”  The Act established the Illinois Local and Organic Food and Farm Task Force.  The Task Force identified obstacles and solution strategies for expanding   production, infrastructure, customer access, public awareness, and systems building to facilitate locally grown food in Illinois.  The Task Force recommended that state agencies work with local and federal authorities to obtain the resources required for constructing an Illinois local food and farm economy.
The 2008 U.S. Farm Bill—the Food, Conservation and Energy Act of 2008—marks a historic movement in agricultural policy, reflecting the growing national support for local foods and farmers markets and for making healthy foods more accessible.  The Farm Bill includes $1.3 billion in new funding over 10 years for specialty crops—fruits, vegetables and nuts—and increases programs that support local agriculture and connect underserved populations with fresh healthy foods.  This bill provides assistance to farmers’ markets, makes locally grown fruits and vegetables available to schools, and helps connect low-income communities and seniors with fresh locally grown food.  
The American Farmland Trust (2009) says that Secretary of Agriculture Tom Vilsack is in favor of promoting locally produced food:  “He’s taken early action to restore critical specialty crop funding, he’s started work to ensure a sustainable, safe nutritious food supply for all Americans—especially those vulnerable in these difficult times—and said it’s time for USDA to address the growing epidemic of children’s obesity and diabetes with improvements in our school lunch programs and supplemental feeding programs.” 
Regional Initiatives

The Chicago Agency for Planning (CMAP) is working with the Chicago Food Planning Advisory Council to incorporate food planning into CMAP’s GO TO 2040 regional comprehensive plan for our metropolitan area.  
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The Chicago Food Planning Advisory Council’s vision states that:  By 2040, we will have a regional food system that nourishes our people and the land, and will:
· Achieve economic vitality by balancing profitability with diversification in all sectors,
· Preserve farmland and enhance water and soil quality in closed loop systems,
· Contribute to social justice through equal access to affordable, nutritious food, and
· Support vibrant local food cultures based on seasonality and availability.
Lake County Policies
Lake County Green Initiative

The Lake County Board passed a resolution in 2007 committing the county to “Going Green.”  The Green Team has formulated “Strategies for a Sustainable Lake County,” which strongly encourage policies and practices that protect our environment by increasing energy efficiency, conserving water, recycling, and following other sustainable practices.
Supporting the development of locally grown fruits and vegetables fits within this green initiative by impacting each of the eight Environmental Stewardship and Sustainability Goals.  Producing, transporting and marketing local agricultural products helps to:  1) Maintain clean, healthy air, 2) Protect and restore ecosystems, 3) Maximize energy efficiency, 4) Maintain and enhance open space, promoting ecologically-sensitive land use and management practices, 5) Use and reuse raw and purchased materials carefully and responsively, 6) Ensure availability of adequate water supplies, 7) Fully implement effective and efficient water quality practices and stormwater management controls, and 8) Support the area’s “Green Economy.”  
Promoting locally grown food fits the “Guiding Principles” for sustainability.  Cutting the distance our food travels reduces the “True Costs of Goods and Services” and the carbon footprint by saving energy and reducing air and water pollution.  Continuing agricultural land use preserves one of our most important raw materials, the fertility of the land in Lake County.  

Lake County Regional Framework Plan

To “Preserve select remaining farmland” is Goal 4.8 in the Environmental Resources, Open Space and Farmland Chapter of the Regional Framework Plan.  This goal is supported by seven policies that encourage the development of partnerships to find financial incentives for farmers who want to keep farming and also to protect agricultural land and heritage for future generations. 

The Lake County Heritage Farm 

Based on a report commissioned by the County Board, On Thin Soil:  The Uncertain Future of Agriculture in Lake County (2001), the Planning, Building & Zoning Committee called for the creation of a public-private task force to develop the concept of the model “working” farm, which would incorporate the heritage of farming in Lake County with the latest methods used in farming today.  The Lake County Heritage Farm Foundation was created out of this task force and is a free-standing non-profit 501(c)3 organization.
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Staff Recommendations
To help Lake County meet the objectives identified by the Green Team and the Regional Framework Plan, and following national, state and regional initiatives, staff recommends that the Planning, Building and Zoning Committee authorize the Regional Planning Commission to develop strategies on the following issues and potential opportunities for local food production:
· Coordinate policies from CMAP, the Illinois State Food, Farms, and Jobs Task Force/Council and the US Department of Agriculture

· Evaluate land use, regulatory and economic tools in the Regional Framework Plan and the Unified Development Ordinance, in order to: 
· Promote job creation in food production, distribution and marketing

· Promote economically and environmentally sustainable practices
· Streamline permitting processes and development regulations 

· Evaluate land uses to identify potential farmland for specialty crops

· Promote availability of healthy food options, esp. in underserved areas 
· Bring together stakeholders to share and develop resources regarding: 
· Farmers’ markets and community supported agriculture (CSA)

· Community gardens 

· Farm-to-institution programs 

· Connections with pantries and local food banks

· Identify educational opportunities for producers and distributors in:
· Financing and business development assistance, including Federal and State 

· Sustainable farming practices 
· Equipment maintenance 
· Networking with others in the field
· Identify educational opportunities for consumers regarding:
· Nutrition and the benefits of fresh produce

· Availability of produce in farmers’ markets and local stores

· Availability of community gardens 

· Vegetable gardening resources
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With regional food planning, we can build sustainable communities, increase economic vitality, promote ecological sustainability, and improve public health, and social equity.


(APA, 2007)





The Illinois Local and Organic Food and Farm Task Force developed a plan to foster local farm-based, economic development in rural, suburban and urban areas.





Local food production promotes sustainable agricultural practices, improving water quality and our ecosystems, while also maintaining stormwater management controls.  





The Lake County Board has endorsed policies to “promote new and expanded farming activities, including … businesses that provide fruits and vegetables … directly to consumers.”  


Policy 4.8.1 Regional Framework Plan
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