
OHIO STATE UNIVERSITY EXTENSION 

Food touches everything and is the foundation of every economy (Counihan & Van Esterik, 2013). While $29 billion was spent on food by Ohio consumers in 2011, about $26 billion (89%) of the food was sourced outside of the state.  If Ohio residents purchased only 15% of the foods directly from Ohio farmers, this would result in $2.5 billion of new farm 
income for the state (Meter, 2011).  
 

The need for training strategies and educational programs were identified as gaps in the support of growers and cooperative businesses (Snyder et. al., 2011). Through collaborative efforts, three projects were developed to nurture food entrepreneurs and integrate into larger community food system efforts. Food systems are intentional, collaborative 
efforts to build more locally-based, self-reliant food economies (Feenstra 2002).  The following three integrated projects summarize some of the food system developments led by OSU Extension professionals.  New and existing food entrepreneurs benefit from these and other initiatives that contribute to Ohio’s local and regional economies. 
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PRODUCT OF COLLABORATION 

In response to the escalating demand for locally grown specialty crops, The Ohio State University South 
Centers partnered to address the need for specialty crops growers. Partners included: 

• The Ohio State University South Centers 
• Non-Profit Local Foods Network (NPLFN) 
• Local Producers 
• Community Growing Projects 

 
An education and new growers support committee was formed with 
representatives from: 

• Extension 
• Ohio Cooperative Development Center 
• Food Marketing and Distribution Businesses 
• United Food and Commercial Workers Union 

 
GOAL: To develop a training program to help meet the need for skilled growers and workers to 
produce local foods 

FOOD HUB DEVELOPMENT 

Based on the proven success of Spain’s Mondragon Worker-Owner Cooperative Corporation, the mission of 
Our Harvest Cooperative Food Hub is to develop systems to train and support growers and to develop 
cooperative owned and operated incubator training farms as well as contracted farms, and to operate a food 
hub center for aggregation, processing, marketing, sales, and distribution of local food products. This project 
was created to determine if the Our Harvest Cooperative, Inc. Food Hub (OHCI) concept is a viable business 
model to create good, green jobs, improve the region’s access to local food, and increase the viability of local 
food systems with sustainable farming and to develop systems to provide training and employment 
opportunities for members of the community and to develop businesses to address the issues of food security. 
 

Cincinnati Union Cooperative Initiative   Mondragon USA   United Food and Commercial Workers 

Ohio Cooperative Development Center   OSU Extension   Ohio Employee Ownership Center 

PROJECT OBJECTIVES 

Utilize a hybrid worker-union food production and distribution cooperative with an incubator farm and marketing 
program: 
 
1. To create quality, green, union jobs with good wages, healthcare, pensions, 

and employee investment, prioritizing the employment of members of 
historically disadvantaged Cincinnati communities. 

 
2. To improve our local food system by  

• Marketing and promoting the most sustainable, 
scientifically-based, fair-trade growing practices and farm worker treatment 
feasible. 

• Creating better opportunities and stability for current local farmers through an 
efficient, market-competitive distribution hub. 

• Cultivating new growers on the incubator farm and through the apprenticeship 
program. 

• Providing a cooperative-type banking institution for financial support to improve 
and expand local food cooperatives with an emphasis on underserved farming 
groups. 

 
3. Improve healthy food access and enhance Cincinnati’s reputation as a leading green, healthy city by creating 

a city in which fresh, healthy local food is more readily available to all communities. 
 
4. To enable the food industry retailers and core institutions that provide food services 

(i.e. restaurants, hospitals, and universities) to capitalize on the local food revolution 
and provide them with the opportunity  of  supporting “green” agricultural practices and 
creating local jobs. 

 
5. To strengthen the Mondragon co-ops by helping them enter the U.S. market by 

distributing and marketing their products and to position the Greater Cincinnati Area as a national leader for 
union-coop innovation. 

FOOD HUB WORKING GROUP 

 This State-Wide Food Hub Development Network project is an effort of the OSU Extension in the City's 
Employment and Economy Program and the Ohio Cooperative Development Center. We have identified that 
local communities want to significantly produce, process, and market more locally grown healthy, fresh food for 
their schools and community residents.  
 
The OSU Extension in the City Program will assist growers and local food-related value-chain business start-
ups and expansions so that they are able to have major impact on urban/regional areas of employment and 
their economies, ultimately serving as program models for replication in other communities. We believe a state-
wide networking group would greatly help support this targeted initiative by:  
 

• Developing an on-going formal functioning state-wide supported food hub network committee 
• Supporting planning and business management of local urban/regional food hub executive boards 

through local Extension Educators and other community technical assistance agencies 
• Providing and brokering technical and system/template development services 
• Providing state and national networking opportunities and options 
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WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT: APPRENTICESHIP 

PILOT PROGRAM: YEAR 1 RESULTS 

Expanding access to nutritious homegrown food is important to the health of consumers, helps in job creation 
and also improving our rural economy.  While $29 billion was estimated to be spent on food by Ohio consumers 
in 2011, about $26 billion (89%) of the food was sourced outside of the state (Meter, 2011).  If Ohio residents 
purchased only 15% of the foods they eat at home directly from Ohio farmers, with no intermediary, this would 
result in $2.5 billion of new farm income for the state (Meter, 2011). 
 
In Ohio, Kentucky, and West Virginia: 

• 70% of existing growers are over 50 years old 
• 80-85% of farms are operated by part-time growers with less than 15 acres 
• 80-85% of farms gross less than $50,000 annually 
• Main barrier to moving to a full-time specialty crops farming business: Skilled labor 

(Snyder & Bergefurd, 2012) 
 
Furthermore, the need for training strategies, educational programs, training development, and trainee 
achievement tracking were identified as gaps in the support of specialty crop growers and cooperative 
businesses in a 2011 USDA Specialty Crops Feasibility Study (Snyder et. al., 2011). 
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RESPONSE TO NEED 

• Specialty Crop Growers Apprenticeship Program was developed to educate and support new 
specialty crop growers as they begin farming to produce local foods 

• Program approved by the Ohio Apprenticeship Council 
• U.S. Department of Labor issues apprenticeship certificates 
• Pilot apprenticeship program began in April 2012 with classes in two areas of Ohio 

• 8 specialty crop grower apprentices completed 144 hours of classroom 
instruction and are completing required OJT hours. 

• Participants were on target to receive certificates of completion as 
Journeypersons from the Ohio Apprenticeship Council and the Bureau 
of Apprenticeship and Training, U.S. Department of Labor at the 
conclusion of the course in 2013. 

Learning About Food & Family 
• Planning & preparing healthy meals 
• Accessing healthy food 
• Preserving food for your family 
• Family health & wellness 
• Serving safe food to family & friends 
 

Learning About Food & Community 
• Leadership & community development 
• Planning, supporting & financing food 

development 
• Engaging volunteers 
• Community health, wellness & 

sustainability 
• Food safety at community events 

KNOWLEDGE AND COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT 

A plan was developed to cultivate community through food-
related education and economic development, including 
business start-ups, employment and investment.  

• Investigate and plan a community designed healthy food system for 
neighborhood development.  

• Extension’s role focused on recommending learning opportunities aligned with 
the design of a new food-focused facility, a comprehensive business plan and 
capital plans.   

• The planning process included community engagement through targeted 
interviews, survey research, national outreach, pilot project feedback, and 
consistent collaboration with community partners. 
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PROJECT GOALS 

PROJECT FOCUS 

• Help a central Ohio neighborhood transition from low income to mixed income with 
minimal gentrification while providing greater housing affordability, education and 
employment opportunities for low-income residents. 

• With project funding from the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development 
(HUD), a team of Extension educators collaborated with numerous community 
partners throughout the planning process. 

• This project builds on Extension’s long-standing presence in the University District. 

PROJECT LEARNING 

Learning About Urban Food Production 
• Growing for your family 
• Growing community gardens 
• Growing for profit 
• Production of healthy foods 
• Safe food production & harvesting 
 

Learning About Food Business 
• Business planning (management, marke�ng, money) 

• Types of food business (catering, service, retail, processing) 

• Food processing 

• Various business topics 

• Workforce development, job training & appren�ceship 

(food service, food retail, food distribu�on) 

• Employee health & wellness 

• Safe food processing, distribu�on & business prac�ces 

PROJECT COLLABORATORS 

h.p://go.osu.edu/LocalFoodCollabora�ons 


