
 

  

What is a community food system assessment? 

Food is a subject that brings together people of all backgrounds and organizations 
working on a diversity of issues, ranging from economic development to land 
protection and from hunger relief to waste recovery. The food system is a complex 
system that encompasses all the pathways food takes, from the farm where it was 
grown onto the consumer’s plate and then back into the soil.    

A community food system assessment is a tool for analyzing and assessing the assets 
and barriers related to local food production and consumption in a community or 
region. This report will focus on six towns in north-central Massachusetts and will 
assess the five major sectors of our regional food system: food production, processing 
and storage, distribution, consumption, and food waste recovery. 

Three recent plans have informed the research and vision for this assessment. The 
first, the New England Food Vision, is a report published in 2014 by Food Solutions 
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New England that lays out a vision for the six states of New England to produce 50 
percent of their food within New England by the year 2060. The second, the 
Massachusetts Local Food Action Plan, is a state plan completed in 2015 that outlines 
hundreds of action items to strengthen the food system in Massachusetts. Finally, the 
Franklin County Farm and Food System Project, also published in 2015, breaks down 
the goals of the New England Food Vision at a regional level and ties in issues of food 
access, the needs of farmers, and challenges related to land access and protection.  

Taken together, these three reports outline a vision where people across the region 
have access to healthy, locally-grown food, where farming is a viable and sustainable 
sector of the economy, and where land and other natural resources are utilized in a 
way that is sustainable over the long-term. This community food system assessment 
aims to extend and deepen that vision for the north and east Quabbin region of 
Massachusetts. 
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Geographic context 

This community food system assessment focuses on six towns in north-central 
Massachusetts: Athol, Barre, Hardwick, Orange, Petersham, and Warwick (see map 
below).  

In the context of this report, this six-town sub-region will be 
referred to as the north and east Quabbin region because of its 
location in relation to the Quabbin Reservoir. This sub-
region spans two counties (Franklin to the west and 
Worcester to the east) as well as three regional planning 
agencies (Franklin Regional Council of Governments, 
Central Massachusetts 
Regional Planning 
Commission, and 
Montachusett Regional 
Planning Commission). These 
six towns were selected with 
the intention of crossing 
county lines and engaging 
multiple planning 
commissions. They also 
reflect the wide variety of 
characteristics of towns in the 
north-central part of the state, 
ranging from towns with 
urban, industrial cores like 
Athol and Orange to smaller 
rural communities like 
Petersham and Warwick.  

Historical context 

The following timeline was 
developed by humanities 
scholar Cathy Stanton as part 
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of a project called “Farm Values: Civic Agriculture at the Crossroads.” The project 
was sponsored by Mount Grace Land Conservation Trust and funded by 
MassHumanities. More information can be found at http://farmvalues.net/. 

Before Europeans began to establish towns in our region in the 18th century, 
indigenous groups hunted and gathered a wide variety of food and grew some crops, 
especially along the fertile river floodplains. Colonists and their descendants created 
versatile small farms (typically 50-100 acres) from a mix of tilled fields, hayfields, 
pastures, and woodlots, with an emphasis on pasture-based animal husbandry. 
Settled later than the rich farmland in the Connecticut River Valley, the area that is 
now north-central Massachusetts was—and remains—a patchwork of different soils 
and terrains, with relatively limited areas of prime soils. By the 1790s, farmable land 
was already in scarce supply even in “upland” or hill towns like Warwick and 
Petersham.  

Although most farm products went to family subsistence, farmers in our region had 
long been involved in small-scale networks of trade and exchange as well. After the 
Revolution, though, they began to experience the effects of more distant markets and 
movements of capital, including in negative ways. With the “market revolution” of 
the early 19th century, small-scale producers began a long process of adaptation and 
struggle—which continues into the present—to remain competitive within longer 
food chains. Dairying, haying, and selling specialty foods like maple syrup took on 
new importance as strategies for farmers in our region to keep their farms going, 
while non-land-owning farmers increasingly found themselves working as waged 
laborers on others’ farms. Cheese-making became an important business in many 
towns. At its peak in the 1850s, Hardwick produced more than 300,000 pounds of 
cheese annually. 

As the 19th century went on, grain and cheese from New York and Midwestern states 
became more widely available in New England, and farmers in our region shifted 
toward meat and liquid milk or butter. The town of Warwick held large-scale cattle 
shows in 1860 and 1861, and the Hardwick Fair, chartered in 1762 as the first 
authorized fair in Massachusetts, showcased oxen and beef cows in the 1850s. 

Towns like Athol and Orange expanded exponentially with the growth of industries 
in the later 19th century. We often think of the industrial economy superseding the 
agricultural one, but these growing towns actually expanded the market for local 
farm products while offering a wider range of off-farm, year-round jobs for members 

http://farmvalues.net/
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of farm families, contributing to farm household economies. 

In the economically-volatile decades following the Civil War, farmers in our region, 
like others across the U.S., banded together in mutual-assistance organizations of 
many kinds. In 1873, six years after the creation of the national Grange, the 
Massachusetts State Grange (also known as the Order of Patrons of Husbandry) was 
founded with 18 town chapters. Hardwick’s chapter was established the following 
year, Petersham’s in 1875, Athol’s in 1889. In 1892 the Granges in most of what are 
now the nine North Quabbin towns formed the Worcester Pomona Lodge, a regional 
umbrella group that is still active today.  

Economic crises in the 1890s prompted the first “back to the land” movement while 
nostalgia for rural places led to the emergence of what is now called “agritourism.” 
The number of farms and farmers in New England continued to shrink and a good 
deal of farmland—including some that had been over-cleared during earlier eras of 
attempting to remain competitive in changing markets—was reforested as part of a 
growing turn toward land conservation. However, more intensive farming methods 
actually increased overall regional agricultural production through the 19th century, 
with a peak in 1910. Food marketing took place through a patchwork system of small 

specialty stores, 
market gardeners, 
dairies, orchards, 
and butchers, with 
many people 
growing at least 
some of their own 
food and purchasing 
the rest from mostly 
local sources. 

In 1912, the Great 
Atlantic & Pacific 
Tea Company 
(A&P) introduced 
the “economy” 
grocery store model 
and launched an era 
of chain store 

In this undated photo, Nora Comerford pours milk at her Bearsden Road dairy farm. Nora's sister 
Hester Adams founded the neighboring farm that became Adams Farm in Athol, now the region's 
largest slaughterhouse.  
Photo courtesy of Noreen Heath-Paniagua 
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expansion. Ten years 
later, there were about 
8,000 A&Ps across the 
U.S., including a store 
in Athol by 1920 and 
in Orange two years 
later. First National 
Stores and Piggly 
Wiggly, two other 
early supermarket 
chains, also had stores 
in both towns, 
showing that most 
people were still 
shopping very locally 
even if national chains 
were now supplying 
some of their food. At 
the same time, some 
disused farms in our region were being reclaimed by new owners. Athol banker 
Warren Tyler started a small commercial orchard at Red Apple Farm in Phillipston in 
1912, and soon sold it to the Rose family from Worcester, who still run it today. 

During the Great Depression, more people returned to growing food for themselves 
and their families. Many small farms faltered, but some new farmers, including 
immigrants from eastern and southern Europe, were able to buy land at low prices 
and often became important suppliers of the produce that still helped feed people in 
towns and cities. However, the first all-in-one grocery store in New York City in 1930 
heralded a new level of shopping convenience, linked with the expansion of car 
culture and the provision of ample free parking outside of older town centers, which 
made it increasingly difficult for small local businesses to compete in commercial 
markets.  

Petroleum-fueled expansion after World War II enabled highways, long-distance 
refrigerated trucking, and the continued growth of supermarkets, leading to the 
sharpest decline yet in the profitability and numbers of New England farms. Dairying 
remained a mainstay for those who stayed on the land. The North Central 

Four of the nine generations of the Moore family who have farmed in Orange: left to right, 
Laura and John M. Moore III, John N. Moore II and Jeannette, Charlotte (Lottie) and John 
N. Moore, and Della and Frank C. Moore.  
Photos courtesy of the Moore family. 
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Massachusetts Dairymen’s Association was founded by area farmers in 1954 to 
protect their interests as the dairy industry began to follow the same path toward 
consolidation and corporate control that had made it difficult to compete in other 
agricultural sectors. Some small dairies went out of business or switched to new 
products. Adams Farm in Athol was one of these; in 1946 the family opened a small 
slaughterhouse that has since grown to be the largest in the region. 

A new “back to the land” movement in the 1960s and 70s brought many young 
homesteaders to our region in search of affordable land, small-scale community, and a 
healthy lifestyle. Few of these newcomers started commercial farming ventures, but 
many became important advocates for farmland and open space preservation and 
more locally-based economies, reconciling environmentalism and agriculture through 
the valuing of traditional working landscapes and community character.  

The end of the 20th century saw the rise of the chain grocery superstore and the 
globalization of food production and marketing with expansive new trade 
agreements. In our region, it also saw the establishment of several mainstays of the 
local farming community that remain active today, including Many Hands Organic 
Farm in Barre (1982), the Farm School in Athol (1991), and Seeds of Solidarity in 
Orange (1996). The first Garlic & Arts Festival in 1998 began a tradition of 
highlighting the grass-roots creativity and productivity of an area that was struggling 
economically after the loss of much of its major industry.  

Enthusiasm for local food has spurred the growth of farmers markets, agritourism, 
and direct marketing in the early 21st century, as many producers, consumers, and 
planners work to shorten the long-distance food chains created over the past hundred 
years. Today’s small farmers must contend with the formidable economies of scale of 
large regional and national food producers who are able to keep prices low through 
enormous volumes. However, new alliances with schools, hospitals, land trusts, 
planners, and others, as well as connections to customers in the Pioneer Valley and 
eastern Massachusetts, continue to expand the market for local food and support the 
people and farms that produce it. 

Research goals and methodology 

The goal of this community food system assessment is to help communities in our 
region improve community health, spur economic development, and create a more 
resilient food system by: 
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1. Providing a snapshot of the state of food and farming in the six-town region 

2. Identifying community assets that should be supported or protected 

3. Identifying needs and barriers that need to be addressed to create a more 

resilient food system 

4. Highlighting successful models in our region 

5. Recommending specific actions that towns and community groups can take 

to rebuild the food system.  

The report is broken into chapters by food system sector: Production, Processing and 
Storage, Distribution, Consumption, and Food Waste Recovery. Each chapter will 
explore the assets and the barriers associated with that sector in our region. 
Recommendations for each food system sector are compiled in Chapter 7, with 
specific actions identified for each stakeholder group and relevant recommendations 
from the Massachusetts State Food System Plan. 

Findings and recommendations were generated based on a combination of research 
methods, including conversations with community members, spatial analysis 
including GIS (Geographic Information Systems) mapping, and analysis of 
quantitative and qualitative data from a variety of sources. A primary source of 
information was community conversations; over 60 community members were 
interviewed over the course of a year for this report, and at least 150 more were 
engaged in feedback sessions at two public meetings. For more information about the 
research methodology for this report, see Appendix B. 

 

Resources: 

 A New England Food Vision: http://www.foodsolutionsne.org/new-england-
food-vision 

 Massachusetts Food System Plan: http://www.mafoodplan.org/ 

 Farm Values: Civic Agriculture at the Crossroads: http://farmvalues.net/ 

http://www.foodsolutionsne.org/new-england-food-vision
http://www.foodsolutionsne.org/new-england-food-vision
http://www.mafoodplan.org/
http://farmvalues.net/

