
 

  

Overview  

Many farmers in the six-town region of Athol, Barre, Hardwick, Orange, Petersham, 
and Warwick sell their products directly to consumers, whether through community 
supported agriculture (CSA) shares, the farmers market, or their own farm stand. 
Barriers to selling to larger markets include logistical challenges, especially delivering 
products to market, as well as minimum volume requirements imposed by some 
larger markets. Several outlets exist for 
farmers interested in selling food to local 
markets, including Quabbin Harvest in 
Orange and the Country Store in 
Petersham, as well as some supermarkets. 
The Massachusetts Local Food 
Cooperative and Lettuce Be Local both 
serve as regional distributors of local food 
but face challenges finding new 
customers and finding producers willing 
to deliver produce to the drop-off site. 
Some farmers markets in our region have 
also struggled to attract customers. 

 

Major Findings 

1. Many farms in our region sell direct to consumers through farm stands, 

farmers markets, or CSAs.  

2. Several outlets exist for farmers interested in selling food to local markets, 

but logistical challenges exist for both farmers bringing their products to 

market and small retail markets interested in sourcing local products. 

3. There is a need for stronger connections between farmers and institutions 

such as schools interested in sourcing local food. 
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Our farm stand (67%) 
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Direct to other farms (29%) 

Top four ways farmers sell 

products in our region 

Sources: FRCOG and CMRPC farmer surveys (no data 
available for Athol) 
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Assets 

Benefits of direct-to-consumer sales 

Food grown in the north and east Quabbin 
region tends to be consumed locally, as shown in 
Figure 4.1. According to farmer surveys 
conducted by the Franklin Regional Council of 

Governments (FRCOG) and the Central Mass 
Regional Planning Agency (CMRPC), about 70 
percent of farmers surveyed in our region sell at 
least half of their produce within their own 
county; over 50 percent sell at least three-quarters 
of their produce within the county. For more 
information about the FRCOG and CMRPC 
farmer surveys, see Appendix B. 

Chapter 4: Distribution 

Compared to county-wide statistics, products from the north and east Quabbin region are more likely to be consumed locally. 
For this chart, “locally sold” produce is sold within the same county where it was grown. In our region, over half of farms 
surveyed sell at least three-quarters of their produce within the county where it was grown, compared to about 35 percent of all 
farms in Franklin County and less than 10 percent of all farms in Worcester County. On the other end of the spectrum, nearly 
half of all farms in Worcester County sell less than 1 percent of their produce locally, compared to only 10 percent of farms in 
the five-town region.  
 
Sources: Franklin County Farm and Food Systems Project; FRCOG and CMRPC farmer surveys  
*No data available for Athol 

Figure 4.1: Amount of produce sold locally for farms in Franklin and Worcester County 
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Much of this produce is sold directly to 
consumers at farm stands or farmers markets. As 
shown in Figure 4.2, according to the FRCOG 
and CMRPC farmer surveys, the most popular 
means of selling farm products in the north and 
east Quabbin region is farm stands, with two-
thirds of farmers reporting that they sell at their 
own stand. A third of farmers in our region sell 
products directly to stores, making it the fourth 
most common way of selling products. The 
reason for this may be that many of the farms in 
this region are small and so have an interest in 
maintaining a loyal base of local customers, 
without introducing the added cost and logistical 
challenges of selling to markets or through a 
middle man.  

Options for retail outlets and other 
distribution methods for local food 

One of this region’s strengths is the availability of 
retail outlets that source local food, as seen in 
Figure 4.3. Quabbin Harvest in Orange and the 
Country Store in Petersham have taken the lead 
on this front, but even some larger grocery stores 
source local products on a seasonal basis. Market 
Basket orders seasonal produce from the local 
area when cost allows, while Hannaford features 
a program called “Local Farm Stand” where local 
farms are showcased on a daily basis during the 
growing season. 

The top four ways that farmers in the north and east Quabbin region sell their products are farm stands (67%), direct 
to stores (33%), farmers market (30%), and direct to other farms (30%). Although about a quarter of farms reported 
selling produce wholesale through distributors or farmers’ co-ops, a very small percentage reported selling direct to 
institutions, restaurants, or schools.  
 
Source: FRCOG and CMRPC farmer surveys 
*No data available for Athol 

Figure 4.2: Distribution methods used by farms in the 5-town region* 
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Distribution channels 

WARWICK 

ORANGE 

ATHOL 

PETERSHAM 

BARRE 

HARDWICK 

Sources:  Local Board of Health permits; US Decennial Census 2010; masslocalfood.org; lettucebelocal.com 
Note: “Smaller retail markets” include farm stores, convenience stores, and other small stores. 

Figure 4.3: Food retail markets and other distribution channels compared to town population 
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Farmers may also utilize other avenues to market 
and distribute their products. Central Mass 
Grown is a new “Buy Local” campaign 
developed by Central Mass Regional Planning 
Commission and Montachusett Regional 
Planning Commission to promote farms in 
Worcester County and beyond. Programs like 
this can be especially helpful for small farm 
operators that don’t have time to find new 
markets or advertise their products. Commonly 
cited reasons farmers gave for not selling more 
products within their own county was the need 
for product development and marketing 
assistance and not having enough time to market 
the product, according to the FRCOG and 
CMRPC farmer surveys. Online distribution 
networks have also started to crop up to connect 
farmers and consumers more directly; see the 
next page for more information.  

Barriers and Opportunities 

Challenges for small retail markets 

Although many farms in our region sell direct to 
consumers at farm stands, retail outlets provide 
an important avenue for farmers to reach 
customers who value the one-stop shopping 
model of a larger grocery store. Small retail 
markets like Quabbin Harvest are committed to 
sourcing local food, but struggle to get certain 
products onto the shelves because of logistical 
challenges related to distribution. Food 
distributors, even smaller regional companies, 
are often unwilling to deliver to Quabbin Harvest 
because of its out-of-the-way location and the 
small size of its orders. Even trucks that pass 
through Orange on their way to Boston or 
Greenfield often won’t stop at the store, and 
farmers are not able to deliver the produce 
themselves in many cases, leaving co-op staff to 
drive around our region picking up produce and 
other products in their own vehicles.  

Highlight: Quabbin Harvest 
Quabbin Harvest co-op in Orange is housed in a building 
purchased by Mount Grace Land Conservation Trust in 2014 
and is the only cooperatively owned retailer of local food in the 
six-town region. Although small, the co-op sells a variety of 
local produce, dairy products, meats, and prepared foods as 
well as staples like grains and household supplies. The store is 
committed to buying local whenever possible, which means 
staff are often stretched thin driving to different farms to pick 
up produce and negotiating with distributors who find it 
inconvenient to stop for small deliveries. In spite of these 
challenges, the co-op has recently instituted several new 
programs aimed at ensuring that food in the store is affordable 
for residents of Orange and the surrounding region. One 
program is a discounted CSA share for SNAP recipients; 
another is the Basics program, which lowers the price (and the 
profit margin) for essential items like milk and rice.  

Leigh Youngblood, Executive Director of Mount 
Grace Land Conservation Trust, shops at 
Quabbin Harvest after its opening. 
Photo credit: Quabbin Harvest 
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Even before local products are loaded onto the 
truck, small markets face significant challenges 
with the ordering process. While there are some 
distributors that offer a variety of local products, 
many products must be ordered separately from 
a number of different farms and distribution 
companies; according to Ari Pugliese, owner of 
the Country Store in Petersham, the result is “a 
million invoices and a million phone calls” for 
the person doing the ordering. For him, sourcing 
local food in the store has become “a full-time 
job” in itself. At the same time, there are certain 
products that are difficult to source locally; 
according to Amy Borezo, a member of Quabbin 
Harvest’s Board of Directors, there is a demand 
for fruit at the co-op that can’t be filled within the 
north and east Quabbin region. Small retail 
markets like the Country Store and Quabbin 
Harvest would benefit if there were some way to 
aggregate products from various farms to 
simplify the ordering and delivery process.  

Making local produce more affordable 

Although many products grown in the north and 
east Quabbin region are consumed locally, many 
farmers feel that the price point is too low. 
According to data from the FRCOG and CMRPC 
farmer surveys, for farmers selling their products 
outside their own county, the most commonly 
cited reason was that many people in the area 
can’t afford to buy local produce. This may also 
be a factor in the dip in sales many farmers have 
felt at area farmers markets in the past year.  

There are many socio-economic challenges 
within our region, and access to healthy food is a 
serious challenge. Organizations like the North 
Quabbin Community Coalition (NQCC) and area 
food banks are working to help people access 
healthy food, while organizations like Seeds of 
Solidarity are empowering people to grow their 

Highlight: Massachusetts Local Food Cooperative and Lettuce 

Be Local 
A new model of regional distribution has 
recently cropped up in the north and east 
Quabbin region. Variously known as an online 
farmers market, online CSA, or digital food 
hub, this model allows customers to select a 
variety of local products from farms across the 
state online, then collect their order at a pick-
up spot near their home or workplace. In order for produce, meat products, and value-added products to get from the 
farm to the customer, producers must deliver their products to a central drop-off site, where it is aggregated and sorted 
in accordance with customer orders and delivered to one of several customer pick-up sites. This requires a complex 
transportation network and a meticulous inventorying process; in many cases, the model also depends on the ability of 
producers to leave the farm once a week to deliver their products to the drop-off site, which can be a challenge for 
some smaller farms with limited staff.  

Two distributors using this model in the north and east Quabbin region are the Massachusetts Local Food Cooperative 
and Lettuce Be Local. Both have their focus in central Massachusetts, including Worcester County and parts of 
Middlesex County. Mass Local Food bills itself as an online farmers market for individual customers, while Lettuce Be 
Local delivers farm products to restaurants, schools, and institutional kitchens. Both organizations are relatively new 
and are working to establish themselves; Mass Local Food does not yet have any paid staff and relies entirely on 
volunteers. However, it is clear that both Lettuce Be Local and Mass Local Food fill a need to establish a direct link 
between farmers and consumers. 
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own food.  Even so, many people in our region 
can not afford to buy healthy, local products for 
themselves and their families.  

Need for stronger institutional 
connections 

There is a need to create stronger links between 
farmers and institutions to promote bulk 
purchases of local food. Farmers are often too 
busy to make these connections or adequately 
advertise their products to these buyers, and 
institutional buyers may need help navigating 
the process of buying directly from a farmer. 
Institutions such as schools and hospitals can be 
important customers for local farms, but often 
there are enormous logistical challenges 
associated with institutional procurement of local 
food. For example, public schools have to comply 
with various USDA regulations related to food 
procurement, and many institutions already have 
contracts with private food service companies 
such as Sodexo or Chartwells that may limit the 
amount of food they can buy from local farms. 

Large institutions that serve hundreds or 
thousands of meals per day also often prefer the 
convenience of ordering from a large distributor 
rather than placing many smaller orders from 
local farms and small distributors. Chapter 5 
contains more information about challenges 
related to farm-to-institution connections in our 
region. 

Recommendations 

“Buy Local” branding campaigns can help 
farmers promote their products to local 
consumers and get technical assistance 
with advertising and finding new 
markets.  

Examples of “Buy Local” campaigns in our 
region include the “Local Hero” program from 
Community Involved in Sustaining Agriculture 
(CISA) and the Central Mass Grown program 
from the Central Mass Regional Planning 
Commission (CMRPC). These programs promote 
local food and provide education on the benefits 
of ‘eating local.’ Farmers who participate in these 

Many people in the region can’t 
afford to buy local produce 

Need for product development 
and marketing assistance 

Not enough time to market the 
product 

Top three reasons farmers 

don’t sell more food locally 

Sources: FRCOG and CMRPC farmer surveys (no data 
available for Athol) 

The “tasting garden” at Quabbin Harvest is a partnership 
between the co-op, Mount Grace Land Conservation Trust, Seeds 
of Solidarity, and local volunteers. The annual garden beds, 
donated by Seeds of Solidarity, produce fresh vegetables that can 
be tasted and enjoyed by the community.  
Photo credit: Quabbin Harvest 
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campaigns receive branding resources, 
participate in business development workshops 
and marketing events, and are promoted in an 
annual farm catalogue. These organizations often 
also host events to connect farmers with 
restaurants, markets, and institutions; for 
example, Central Mass Grown hosts “Meet Your 
Farmer” and “Meet Your Cook” events, while 
CISA hosts “Local Restaurant Days.” These 
organizations could host additional events with a 
focus on the north and east Quabbin region, such 
as a farm-to-table fundraiser for local farms or an 
“artisan cheese tour” to highlight the many 
cheese producers in our region. 

A shared trucking service or physical food 
hub could simplify distribution challenges 
for both farmers and small retail markets.  

Because of the small scale of many farms in the 
area and the small orders of retail markets like 
Quabbin Harvest and the Country Store, a 
service to aggregate different types of produce 
into a central location could make distribution of 

local food much easier. A shared trucking service 
could fulfill this role; one example of a trucking 
service committed to serving local farms is 
Squash Trucking in Belchertown, shown below. 
However, a service like this would have to come 
equipped with an efficient labelling and 
inventorying system so that farmers could keep 
track of their products as they travel from the 
farm to the market or restaurant.  

A similar idea would be to establish a physical 
food hub in a central location. The term “food 
hub” can have a variety of meanings and exist on 
a variety of scales, but in essence it would be a 
physical space where farmers can bring their 
produce to be sold to multiple customers at once. 
It could be as small as a refrigerator in someone’s 
garage where local cheese is stored before being 
sold to area restaurants or as large as a 
warehouse.  

As part of the CMRPC farmer survey, farmers in 
Hardwick and Barre were asked to rate their 

Eric Stocker and Marge Levenson of Squash Trucking 
provide climate-controlled delivery of products from Pioneer 
Valley farms to local stores and restaurants. 
Photo credit: Squash Inc. 

CISA’s “Local Hero” program provides branding and 
marketing assistance to farms in the Pioneer Valley and 
beyond. 
Photo credit: Community Involved in Sustaining Agriculture 
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interest in a variety of distribution methods, and 
the method that rose to the top was a physical 
food hub in the city of Worcester. Fortunately for 
those farmers, the Worcester Regional 
Environmental Council has partnered with the 
Worcester Chamber of Commerce in the past 
year to make this idea a reality. Brian Monteverd 
of the Worcester Regional Environmental 
Council describes his vision for a Worcester-
based food hub as a “mix of networking and 
information-sharing as well as infrastructure 
building.” The food hub would not only serve as 
a central location where local products could be 
aggregated and distributed to stores, restaurants, 
and institutions, but would also host culinary 
training programs, support a culinary kitchen 
incubator, and facilitate food access projects for 
vulnerable populations in the city. 

Strengthen connections between farmers 
and institutional buyers, and help schools 
and institutions navigate complex food 
procurement guidelines and distribution 
networks. 

As seen in Figure 4.2, only 10 percent of farmers 
surveyed in our region currently sell their food 
direct to institutions; only 5 percent sell direct to 
schools. One strategy to make it easier for 
institutions to purchase local food would be for 
farmers to work together to aggregate their 
products using a shared trucking service or food 
hub to make ordering easier for large 
institutional buyers. Farmers could also assemble 
a “package” of local foods to make a single “local 
meal” to market their products to schools and 
institutions on a meal-by-meal basis, or find 
other ways to collaborate to entice institutional 
buyers. Training and education are also needed 
for institutional buyers to navigate procurement 
guidelines for local food. See Chapter 5 for more 
information about farm-to-institution links. 

Resources: 

 Lettuce Be Local: www.lettucebelocal.com 

 Massachusetts Local Food Cooperative: 
www.masslocalfood.org 

 Central Mass Grown: http://
centralmassgrown.org/ 

 CISA’s Local Hero program: 
www.buylocalfood.org  

http://www.lettucebelocal.com/
http://www.masslocalfood.org/
http://centralmassgrown.org/
http://centralmassgrown.org/
http://www.buylocalfood.org/

