
 

  

Overview 

Food preparation and consumption takes place in people’s 
homes, at restaurants, in schools and institutions, and in 
the prepared foods section of some retail markets. While 
farmers markets, farm stores, and certain markets and 
restaurants are making strides at offering local products, a 
large percentage of restaurants in the six-town region of 
Athol, Barre, Hardwick, Orange, Petersham, and Warwick 
fall into the category of fast food, convenience food, or 
pizza. In a region where unemployment and poverty are 
prevalent (as shown in Figure 5.1), these establishments are 
often the most affordable option for many residents, but 
may not be the healthiest. However, sourcing local 
ingredients can be costly and logistically challenging for 
any restaurant or market, and even more so for 
establishments focused on affordability and convenience. 
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Town

2010 

population

Median 

household 

income

Percentage of households 

receiving SNAP benefits Poverty rate

Unemployment 

rate

Athol 11,584 $46,964 17.70% 15.80% 13.70%

Barre 5,398 $69,016 2.90% 4.70% 9.50%

Hardwick 2,990 $58,073 9.50% 14.20% 11.00%

Orange 7,839           $44,825 19.90% 12.70% 17.30%

Petersham 1,234 $72,917 2.20% 7.90% 9.60%

Warwick 780 $55,859 6.00% 11.10% 5.80%

Massachusetts 6,547,629 $66,866 11.70% 11.40% 8.90%

Figure 5.1: Selected socio-economic indicators for the six-town region compared to state averages 

The six-town region of the north and east Quabbin is generally rural, and for most of these towns, median household income is 
lower and the poverty rate is higher than the state average (the exceptions being Petersham and Barre). Athol and Orange are the 
most urban towns in this region and also have the highest rates of unemployment at 13.7 percent and 17.3 percent respectively. In 
Athol, 17.7 percent of residents receive SNAP benefits, formerly known as food stamps; in Orange, it’s nearly 20 percent. Because 
these two towns are home to most of the population of the six-town region and have high rates of poverty, unemployment, and 
dependence on SNAP benefits, efforts to improve access to healthy, local food should begin in Athol and Orange.  
 
Sources: US Decennial Census 2010; American Community Survey 5-year estimates 2013. 

Rob Sacco cooks up some soup 
using local ingredients at Soup on 
the Fly in Athol. 
Photo credit: Soup on the Fly 
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Buying local may not be a priority when it comes to purchasing food to prepare at 
home, either. According to a 2014 food access study by the North Quabbin 
Community Coalition, the most-cited reason for shopping at a particular place was 
“good selection,” closely followed by “close to home,” indicating a preference or need 
for convenience and one-stop shopping. 

Major findings 

1. There is some interest in local food among area residents, but price and 

convenience pose major barriers. Access to healthy, local food is a challenge 

for our region’s most vulnerable residents. 

2. Some options exist for purchasing local food in our region, but overall non-

local options like fast food restaurants and convenience stores dominate our 

region. 

3. There are untapped markets for local food in our region, including schools, 

institutions, restaurants, and food pantries. Increasing the amount of local 

food available to consumers through these avenues could help support local 

farmers and greatly increase the amount of food consumed locally.  
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Assets 

Opportunities to “buy local” 

Residents of the north and east Quabbin have 
many choices when it comes to purchasing local 
food. Every town except Warwick has an active 
farmers market, some of which accept SNAP 
benefits. Many farms in the area also have farm 
stores, farm stands, or community-supported 
agriculture (CSA) shares. Small retail markets 
such as Quabbin Harvest in Orange and the 
Country Store in Petersham offer fruits, 
vegetables, meat, dairy products, and value-
added products from local farms. Several 
restaurants in the area also procure food from 
local farms; for example, Soup on the Fly 
restaurant in Athol gets grass-fed ground beef 
from the Moore farm in Orange and pumpkins, 
leeks, potatoes, and other vegetables from Kiwi 
Meadows Farm in Orange. The Blind Pig 
restaurant in Athol also procures some local meat 
and produce, as well as many local beers, but this 
is not visibly highlighted on their menu or in 
their marketing. This seems to be typical of many 
restaurants in our region; those that do procure 
local food often don’t advertise that fact to their 
customers.   

Interest in fresh, healthy produce 

According to a 2014 study by the North Quabbin 
Community Coalition (NQCC) about food access 
in the nine towns of the North Quabbin (which 
excludes Hardwick and Barre), there is 
significant interest in fresh food, home cooking, 
and local food procurement among residents of 
the region. Although 86 percent of survey 
respondents said they acquire the majority of the 
food they cook at home from the supermarket, 63 

percent reported that at least some of their food 
came from a farmers market or food co-op, 
indicating an interest in local food and a 
willingness to diversify shopping routines. It 
should also be noted that Hannaford and Market 
Basket both purchase a significant amount of 
produce from local farms; Hannaford also 
highlights those farms with a special display 
called “Local Farm Stand.”  

Most NQCC survey respondents reported eating 
fruits or vegetables 2 to 4 times per day, and 
most of the produce they purchased was fresh. 
The most commonly served fruits and vegetables 
were apples, bananas, berries, broccoli, lettuce, 
and tomatoes, almost all of which can be grown 
in this region. This indicates that there may be 
potential for increased demand for fresh, local 
produce in the future. However, it seems clear 
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Highlight: Petersham Country 

Store 
The Country Store is a small retail market and restaurant 
that sources local food almost exclusively. Located in a 
building owned by East Quabbin Land Trust, the Country 
Store is an important meeting and eating place for 
residents of the small town and the surrounding area. 
“Local food tastes better,” says proprietor Ari Pugliese, 
but sourcing from local farms “is almost a full-time job in 
itself.” Many other markets and restaurants in the area 
don’t have the resources to buy local, even if they’d like 
to. 

Photo credit: East Quabbin Land Trust 
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that this demand is currently skewed towards 
higher-income households; the survey found that 
households with incomes of over $60,000 were 
three times more likely to purchase and prepare 
vegetables.  

Resources for vulnerable populations 

Access to healthy food is a challenge for many 
people in our region, but there are several 
organizations working to improve food access for 
our most vulnerable populations. Food pantries 
and churches in Orange and Athol provide hot 
meals as well as food to take home for 
community members in need. The North 
Quabbin Community Coalition connects 
residents of the North Quabbin (which excludes 
Hardwick and Barre) with resources related to 

hunger relief, heating 
assistance, and health 
care. Seeds of Solidarity 
Education Center in 
Orange works on issues 
of food justice and 
access through its Grow 
Food Everywhere 
program, which builds 
raised beds and 
provides gardening and 
nutrition education for 
schools, health centers, 
libraries, daycares, and 
other local businesses 
and institutions.  

Barriers and Opportunities 

Local food markets struggling 

Although several outlets exist where residents 
can buy local food, many of those markets and 
restaurants are struggling. Farmers markets in 
Athol and Orange have been struggling to attract 
customers, and as a result some farmers this year 
have reported making half or even a quarter of 
the profits they made at the market in previous 
years. Quabbin Harvest in Orange has only been 
open for one year, but so far has struggled to 
reconcile its dual commitments to give farmers a 
fair price while also keeping food affordable for 
low-income residents. In an effort to address 
these challenges, Quabbin Harvest has recently 
launched a SNAP CSA program and a program 
called Basics designed to keep prices low on 
produce and other “basic” necessities. In spite of 
a burgeoning interest in fresh, local food among 
community members, the restaurant market in 
our region is saturated with pizza and fast food 
options. These issues can be traced to two major 
barriers: price and convenience. 

North Quabbin residents with a 
household income over $60,000 were three 
times more likely to purchase and prepare 

vegetables. 
A CSA share from Quabbin 
Harvest features produce 
from local farms. 
Photo credit: Quabbin 
Harvest 

The Salvation Army in Athol provides weekly hot meals and 
food to take home for community members in need. Eighteen 
percent of Athol residents and nearly twenty percent of Orange 
residents receive SNAP benefits, indicating that food access 
and affordability are important issues in our region. 
Photo credit: Google Maps 
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Price of local food 

The question of whether local food costs more 
than non-local food is a thorny one and is highly 
dependent on regional factors, seasonality, 
growing practices, scale (of both the farm and the 
distribution network), and many other factors. 
The Franklin County Farm and Food System 
Project performed a produce pricing assessment 
for Franklin County and found that locally-
grown food can be cheaper than non-local 
produce, with seasonality being a major factor.  

Although an organically grown tomato during 
the height of the season may cost the same at the 
farmer’s market or the co-op as at a grocery store 
or convenience store, there may still be 
perceptual barriers related to price. People may 
not be willing to change their buying habits 
because they think local food costs more, 
whether it does or not. Regardless of whether 
local food actually costs more than non-local 
products, buying patterns are closely linked with 

income; according to the NQCC Food Access 
Survey, North Quabbin respondents with a 
household income level under $40,000 did most 
of their shopping at grocery stores and 
convenience stores, while respondents with a 
household income above $40,000 tended to shop 
at farmers markets and co-ops.  

When asked to list barriers to accessing fresh 
fruits and vegetables, respondents to the NQCC 
survey listed price as a major factor, followed by 
poor quality of produce. This may indicate that 
smaller local markets like Quabbin Harvest and 
the Country Store in Petersham could draw more 
people in with high quality, local produce if it 
were sold at competitive prices and in 
conjunction with an outreach campaign to bring 
in a more diverse customer base.  

Convenience highly valued 

Another important barrier that limits access to 
fresh, local food in our region is the value placed 
by many residents on convenience. Many people 

Farmers markets in our region provide an important 
connection between farmers and their customers, but recently 
the Athol and Orange farmers markets have struggled to attract 
customers. This may indicate a growing preference for 
convenience and one-stop shopping. 
Photo credit: Cathy Stanton 

A produce pricing assessment in Franklin County showed that 
produce can often cost less at co-ops and farmers markets than 
at grocery stores, but there are still perceptual barriers that 
may prevent more people from buying local. 
Photo credit: Quabbin Harvest 
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Where do people in our region eat? 

Sources:  Local Board of Health permits; American Community Survey 5-year estimates 2013 

Figure 5.2: The location of food service establishments and retail markets compared to percentage of people 
receiving SNAP benefits 

WARWICK 

ORANGE 

ATHOL 

PETERSHAM 

BARRE 

HARDWICK 
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Prevalence of fast food 

A review of food service establishment permits from the Boards of Health in each of the six towns reveals a high concentration of fast 
food restaurants and convenience stores in our region. Out of all the restaurants in Athol, for example, half fall into the category of 
fast food or pizza; in Hardwick it’s a third. Similarly, in the category of retail markets, which includes grocery stores, general stores, 
farm stores, and any other establishment permitted to sell uncooked food, there is a high percentage of convenience stores in four of 
the six towns. In Orange, half of all retail markets are convenience stores. This trend indicates that there is a demand for affordable, 
convenient food options in our region that may eclipse the demand for local products. 
 
Sources: Local Board of Health permits 

Figure 5.3: Fast food restaurants and convenience stores in the six-town region 

Town

Total 

restaurants

Number of fast 

food/pizza 

restaurants 

Percent fast 

food/pizza

Total retail 

markets

Number of 

convenience 

stores

Percent 

convenience 

stores

Athol 22 11 50% 17 6 35%

Barre 17 3 18% 9 3 33%

Hardwick 3 1 33% 8 2 25%

Orange 20 3 15% 10 5 50%

Petersham 3 0 0% 1 0 0%

Warwick 1 0 0% 0 0 -

Six-town region 66 18 27% 45 16 36%

Of all the restaurants in the six-town region, 27% are fast 
food or pizza restaurants. 

Over a third (36%) of retail markets selling food in the six 
town region are convenience stores. 
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in our region don’t have time to cook or don’t 
have experience cooking, so they are less likely to 
purchase raw produce. Most respondents to the 
NQCC Food Access Survey ranked “easy to 
prepare” as the most important criteria for 
purchasing food. This trend is also evidenced by 
the prevalence of fast food restaurants and 
convenience stores in the six-town region, as 
shown in Figures 5.2 and 5.3.  

Quabbin Harvest co-op has tried to respond to 
this trend by offering a “Grab and Go” case with 
salads, soups, pastries, and other prepared food. 
The co-op has also recently launched a cooking 
class to help community members learn how to 
prepare healthy meals at home. However, neither 
the co-op nor the Country Store in Petersham can 
offer the same kind of one-stop shopping as Wal-
Mart or Market Basket. This desire for one-stop 
shopping may be part of the reason why some 
area farmers markets are struggling as well. 
Another challenge is that low-income residents 
can’t use SNAP benefits to buy ready-to-eat 
foods at the farmers market, so they may be more 

inclined to buy easy-to-prepare foods from the 
grocery store rather than raw produce from the 
farmers market.  

Challenges connecting farms to 
institutions 

A key leverage point for effecting change in 
people’s eating habits is institutional food 
service. Schools, hospitals, retreat centers, 
nursing homes, health care centers, and other 
institutions in our region serve thousands of 
meals per day. Even a weekly or monthly focus 
on products from local farms could get people, 
especially schoolchildren, thinking about where 
their food comes from and supporting local 
farmers.  

The Massachusetts Farm to School Project runs a 
program for schools called Harvest of the Month 
where local produce is featured in school 
cafeterias on a monthly basis, but no schools in 
our region currently participate in this program. 
The only school district in our region that 
reported sourcing any 
local food in the USDA 
Farm-to-School Census 
was the Athol-Royalston 
district; Quabbin 
Regional High School in 
Barre also sources some 
food from its school 
garden, but this accounts 
for only a tiny fraction of 
the school’s total food 
procurement. 

Making connections with 
farmers can be 
challenging for 
institutions, especially 

The Massachusetts Farm to 
School Project runs a 
program for schools called 
Harvest of the Month where 
local produce is featured in 
school cafeterias each month. 

School food service directors attend a training in local food 
procurement for K-12 schools  organized by the Franklin 
County Food Council in November 2015. Institutional 
regulations for procuring local food are often difficult to 
navigate, especially for K-12 schools. 
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for public schools, which need to follow stringent 
USDA guidelines regarding food procurement. 
More support and guidance is needed for 
institutions interested in procuring local food, as 
well as for farmers interested in reaching out to 
institutional buyers. Chapter 4 contains more 
information about the complex regulations and 
distribution networks that schools and other 
institutions have to navigate when it comes to 
procuring local food. 

Schools in Athol and Orange already have a 
strong connection to certain local farms, but for a 
different sector of the food system; food waste 
from the school cafeterias is picked up by a local 
pig farmer in each town, who uses it as animal 
feed. This program has shown to be effective in 
getting kids thinking about their eating habits in 
terms of where their food ends up; cafeteria 
workers rarely have to remind students that 
“pigs don’t eat plastic straws!” anymore. See 
Chapter 6 for more information about school 
waste recovery programs. 

Recommendations 

Support access to local food and cooking 
education for all people, especially low-
income residents, children, and the 
elderly. 

Access to fresh, local produce is an important 
element of individual and community health, 
especially for vulnerable populations. Because 
Athol and Orange are home to most of the 
population of the six-town region and have high 
rates of poverty, unemployment, and 
dependence on SNAP benefits, efforts to improve 
access to healthy, local food should begin in 
those two towns. Many programs already exist to 
connect low-income people with local food, 
including SNAP programs at farmers markets 

and at Quabbin Harvest co-op. These programs 
should be supported and widely advertised to 
draw in people who might see price as a barrier 
to purchasing local food.  

Educational programs in scratch cooking could 
also empower residents who currently rely on 
convenience food to start purchasing and using 
more fresh produce. Finally, increasing the 
volume of fresh, local food available at food 
pantries through food donation and gleaning 
programs, as well as addressing logistical 
challenges like storage and staff capacity at food 
pantries, will help improve access to healthy food 
for our region’s most vulnerable populations. See 
Chapter 6 for additional recommendations about 
connecting food pantries with local produce. 

Increase marketing and branding of local 
farms and establishments that sell or 
utilize local products. 

Farmers in the north and east Quabbin region, 
especially those with small farm operations that 
may not have any full-time employees, struggle 
to find time to market their products. As noted in 
Chapter 4, “Buy Local” programs like the “Local 
Hero” program or the “Central Mass Grown” 
program help farmers with marketing and 
branding and promote member farms in annual 
catalogs and other publications. These programs 
should be supported and expanded so that more 
farmers may enjoy their benefits. In addition, 
towns can support the branding of their local 
farms through their own marketing and signage. 

Establishments that sell or procure local food 
should also be celebrated through these 
programs or other marketing campaigns. An 
example is CISA’s “Local Hero Restaurant Days,” 
where restaurants that procure food from “Local 
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Hero” farms are promoted. A campaign like this 
one could serve a dual purpose of bolstering 
struggling farms and restaurants while also 
lending the north and east Quabbin more of a 
regional identity and spurring economic 
development. A low-hanging fruit would be for 
restaurants that already procure local food to 
advertise those farms on their menus to increase 
awareness and celebrate local food. 

Improve connections between farmers and 
retail markets, restaurants, and other 
outlets and support smaller markets that 
source local food. 

Although many farms in our region sell direct to 
consumers through CSA shares, farm stands, or 
farmers markets, one way to expand and 
diversify the consumer base for local food will be 
to connect farmers to retail markets. This 
introduces more logistical challenges for farmers 
than direct-to-consumer sales, but may help 
reach a segment of the population that values 
convenience over “buying local.” Smaller 
markets that already source local food need 
continued support in order to expand their 
selection of local products and reach out to new 
customers.  

Local restaurants and markets should explore 
options for purchasing local products. Farmers 
interested in getting their products into local 
restaurants could collaborate to market their 
products and host events to strengthen 
connections with chefs and restauranteurs. Farm-
to-table events are a great way to showcase local 
products and market them to restaurants and 
retail markets. A physical food hub or shared 
trucking service could also help farmers reach 
restaurants and other large buyers; see Chapter 4 
for more information about food hubs. 

Increase consumption of local food by 
tapping into institutional markets. 

Farmers providing food for institutional food 
service face a different set of challenges than 
farmers selling products to retail markets or 
restaurants. Education and training for 
institutional food service directors is needed to 
help them navigate regulatory and logistical 
challenges related to procuring local food. 
Schools and institutions can also partner with the 
Massachusetts Farm to School Project and other 
organizations to increase local food procurement. 
Chapter 4 contains more information about what 
farmers and institutions can do to navigate the 
logistical challenges associated with the 
distribution and procurement of local food.  

Resources: 

 North Quabbin Community Coalition 
resources page: www.nqcc.org/
resource.html  

 Quabbin Harvest SNAP CSA: http://
quabbinharvest.coop/ 

 North Quabbin Community Coalition 
Food Access Survey: www.nqcc.org/
pdfs/food_access_survey_web.pdf  

 Franklin County Farm and Food 
System Project: http://frcog.org/
franklin-county-farm-and-food-system-
project-report-released/ 

http://www.nqcc.org/resource.html
http://www.nqcc.org/resource.html
http://quabbinharvest.coop/
http://quabbinharvest.coop/
http://www.nqcc.org/pdfs/food_access_survey_web.pdf
http://www.nqcc.org/pdfs/food_access_survey_web.pdf
http://frcog.org/franklin-county-farm-and-food-system-project-report-released/
http://frcog.org/franklin-county-farm-and-food-system-project-report-released/
http://frcog.org/franklin-county-farm-and-food-system-project-report-released/

