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Introduction

Food hubs are centrally located facilities with a business management structure facilitating the
aggregation, storage, processing, distribution, and/or marketing of locally/regionally produced
food products (1). According to the last update of USDA’s local food directory, in 2023 there

were 479 food hubs across the nation (2).

Windham Farm and Food Network (WFFN) was established in 2009 as a hyper-local food hub
in southeastern Vermont. Its mission was “to provide easy access to healthy food direct from
local producers.” It aggregated fresh food from local farms and food producers and delivered to
schools, hospitals, senior centers, and buying clubs in a 30-mile radius. In its first year, the food
hub had $10,000 in sales. Over the years it grew steadily, changed its organizational structure
several times, and was renamed several times. Eventually the food hub became Food Connects, a
501c¢3 non-profit with $4 million in sales in 2025.

The evolution of this food hub is a story of shared motivations, community connections, and
organizational flexibility. The story describes farmers learning to meet the needs of small
wholesale buyers like rural schools, dedicated food service directors figuring out how to source
local products while containing costs, and non-profit organizations facilitating connections
between food producers and food buyers. Ultimately, it’s a story about economic survival in a
food system that makes it difficult for small, values-driven businesses to compete.

Origins

In 2008, Hans Estrin was teaching high school science at The Putney School, a private high
school in Putney, Vermont. Some of his students had a project that aimed to provide surplus
vegetables from the school’s 3-acre garden to the nearby public elementary Putney Central
School, only 2 miles away. This was a great idea in theory; one school had a surplus of fresh
produce, and the other was interested in using more local produce in its meals.
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Putney School students
cultivating vegetables
next to solar panels

The student project failed, largely because there was no system to manage the transfer of food
between schools. Surplus vegetables were often available with little advance notice, and there
was no person or truck dedicated to delivering it. Even when delivered soon after harvest, the
produce would often go to waste because it was not on the cafeteria menu, and the cook was not
able to deviate from that menu since the ingredients had already been purchased.

The first buyers and farmers

The following spring, 2009, Hans tried a new approach. He went to the cafeteria of Putney
Central School (where his kids attended school) to talk to the food service coordinator, Jennifer
Dusenbury, who managed meals for five area schools. He had met Jennifer before and knew that
she spent her own time picking up products from local farmers and delivering them to her
schools. He pitched the idea of direct delivery from local farms to schools, and she was
enthusiastic.

Hans then connected with Paul Harlow, a wholesale Organic vegetable grower in Westminster,
the town next to Putney. He knew that The Putney School sometimes purchased directly from
Paul, who also delivered to local food coops. He asked Paul if his vegetables could be delivered
to additional schools, like Putney Central, and perhaps a few more farmers could get involved,
expanding the products available to schools and increasing local sales for farmers. Paul barely
knew Hans, but he said “Yeah, I think we could try that.” Paul had already been working with
the Westminster elementary school, which his daughter attended, to improve their food. He had
installed and maintained a large school garden, and he delivered his produce to the kitchen. Paul
had a personal goal to provide nutritious food from his farm to his local community.



Hans then reached out to Andrea Darrow at Green Mountain Orchards, a wholesale apple
orchard less than a mile from Putney Central School. She said it would be easy for them to make
apples available for Harlow’s truck to pick up.

With a couple of farms and a few schools lined up, Hans did preliminary research about the
potential for a local food hub serving schools. He found about 30 schools and hospitals serving
eight thousand meals per day in Windham County.

Hans met with Andrea, Paul and Jennifer to compile a list of products to focus on, their
approximate cost, and dates of availability. Then they identified local institutional buyers to
approach with the food hub concept, and their product list. Reaching more buyers was important
because Jennifer’s five schools could purchase only a few hundred dollars of local products each
week. More buyers were needed to make the food hub a meaningful market for farmers, and to
help cover the cost of some extra truck driving.

Over the next few months Hans contacted many area schools and hospitals by phone, in person,
and by email. Most food buyers were lukewarm or not interested. They already had reliable
vendors, and they were busy. Thankfully, two buyers were just waiting for an opportunity like
this to come along, and they enthusiastically joined the team.

Jamie Baribeau, director of food and nutrition at Brattleboro Memorial Hospital (BMH), had
already been championing local food. He had worked with a local farm to set up a weekly
produce market for hospital staff, patients, and neighborhood residents, and he sourced as much
local food as he could for the hospital cafeteria.

As a trained chef, Jamie felt local food helped him make great food, in addition to being healthy.
He was thrilled by the proposed delivery service. The hospital buys a lot of food and serves a lot
of meals compared to most cafeterias in a small town like Brattleboro, so Jamie was a key buyer
early in the food hub’s story.

The BMH nutrition services web site includes this statement: *“...we know that good nutrition is
the cornerstone for wellness, healing, and disease prevention. That’s why whether you are a
patient, employee, visitor, or member of the community, you can count on BMH to provide
nourishing meals made with sustainable and locally sourced ingredients.”



The other key buyer early on was John Ayers, food services director for the six public schools
in Bellows Falls, the town north of Westminster. He was responsible for over 1,000 meals a
day, with just over one dollar per meal to spend on food. He also managed tight delivery
schedules because the school kitchens had little storage space, refrigerated or otherwise.

John did not have time to connect with individual farmers or manage local deliveries, but he
was committed to making the meals as healthy as possible. He’d worked with Upper Valley
Produce, a regional distributor, to get fresh produce from closer to home. He had also secured
federal grant money to purchase more fresh fruits and vegetables, supplementing his base
budget. An easy way to obtain fresh local produce was of interest to him, if he could make it
work economically.

Early logistics

It was clear that food service directors in institutions were under stress and had no extra time.
Thus, the food hub had to be both convenient and reliable. The food ordering system had to fit
with the way that schools already did business. That meant easy ordering, from a reliable
inventory, with a regular delivery date, a single invoice, and payment by check due in 30 days.

Initially, the food hub used a spreadsheet order form that was emailed to all buyers early in the
week. Buyers had a couple of days to return their orders, which were combined into a master
list for each farmer. QuickBooks was used to generate invoices for the buyers.

In the first two years of WWFN, Hans
 Estrin managed the ordering and did most
of the delivery of farm produce to local

schools.
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The food hub “business” was underway! It was named Windham Farm and Food Network
(WFFN). It was set up as an enterprise within Harlow Farm, using their tax ID, office computer,
and QuickBooks accounting software. In 2009, WFFN generated $10,000 in gross sales.

The ‘just-in-time’ inventory system was simple. The day prior to delivery, nearby farmers
dropped their produce off at Harlow Farm where it was placed in the large cooler overnight. On
delivery day Hans loaded the orders into Paul’s old box truck and drove to additional farms to
pick up produce before making deliveries. At each stop, he would pick the order off the truck
using the invoice, and hope that there were no mistakes. With luck, everyone got what they
ordered, and the truck would be empty heading back to Harlow Farm.

Organizational Partners

In 2010, WFFN began to take off, and Hans started to plan for its future, and his. He couldn’t
continue to work as a volunteer, and though the food hub had sales of $50,000, that wasn’t
enough revenue to hire an employee to manage and grow the business. It seemed like grant
support was needed. On a tip from a friend, he scheduled a meeting with Vern Grubinger,
University of Vermont Extension’s vegetable and berry specialist.

Vern had connections to produce farmers, and he had recently completed a sabbatical study
aimed at understanding and improving school food. He had two boys in public school and
wanted to see more healthy local produce in their cafeteria. But he knew from his study that to
foster significant change was a full-time job--and he already had one. So, when Hans said he
was about to quit teaching to focus on aggregating and delivering local farm produce to schools,
Vern was eager to help find support. Initially he provided a modest sum from his Extension
operating budget. Then he asked Doug Lantagne, Dean of Extension, to temporarily allocate
funds to hire a Local Food Coordinator while grant funding was pursued. Doug approved the
investment; after all, UVM Extension’s mission was to “cultivate healthy communities.” In late
2010, Hans was hired to support the food hub start-up and to share lessons learned, while he and
Vern worked to obtain grants and gifts for future work.

Another key partner during WFFN’s early years was Post Oil Solutions (POS), a non-profit
founded in 2005 by Tim Stevenson, a retired high school teacher with a passion for
sustainability.



POS was promoting local food through a variety of programs
including community gardens, farm-to-school education, and a
low-income community farmers’ market. In 2009, POS hired
Richard Berkfeld as its executive director. Richard had just
completed a Masters project at The School for International
Training, titled Community Food Security for Vermont: Local
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Solutions to the Global Food Crisis. He and Hans connected at a Bullding Sustainable Communily
local Farm to School committee; Richard would soon be a driving
force in the evolution of WFFN.

In 2011 WFFN had sales of $75,000 and it was becoming clear that the business needed a new
financial home. Harlow Farm was not in a position to host the business long-term. UVM
Extension could not host a private business. So, Hans and Vern asked Richard and Tim if WFFN
could become a program of POS, taking on financial and operational responsibility in 2012.
They were receptive, and a plan was hashed out and presented to the POS board, which
approved it.

In the spring of 2012, Hans trained Richard to be the WFFN market coordinator and driver, and
later that season he took over financial administration. WFFN added a 15% fee to all sales in
order to cover Richard’s time, through POS. Annual sales increased to $143,000.

The next year, Richard would co-found Food Connects, as a non-profit separate from POS but
with an aligned mission to cultivate healthy food and farm connections in classrooms, cafeterias
and communities. WFFN was soon to be merged into, and renamed, Food Connects.

Business development

This WFFN business model in its first several years was simple: don’t own anything, sell great
local food, keep prices low, and promote the mission. Much of what WFFN offered was
competitively priced because the markup was only 15% over what the farmers were paid. So,
price alone might lead buyers to choose WFFN. But most buyers were primarily motivated to
improve the quality and transparency of the food they served, and to keep money circulating in
their community. These motivations helped compensate for a limited choice of products, limited
delivery dates, and the hassle of having an additional vendor.


http://foodconnects.org/index.html

Personal connections played a huge role in the . Certificate of Appreciation

business success of tl‘le food hgb. During deliveries, Windham Farm Chef All Stars. |
buyers would be reminded which farmer grew a

. . 2010 Harvest
product, e.g. “Here’s lettuce from Mike Collins.” e

- S i e ey st

— = e e o

Buyers were encouraged to reach out with any Awarded By The Windham Farm and Food Network to
Green Street School FFVP for

Regular Sourcing and Service of Fresh Food

food service personnel, also got public recognition Direct from Windham Area Farmers

questions or concerns. Buyers, which were the local

through certificates of appreciation celebrating their o
connection to local farms.

Hans Estrin, Coordinator, Windkam
Farm and Food Network

Initially WFFN did not have any formal agreements; it started small, with a handful of
experienced wholesale growers and enthusiastic buyers, so there were no specific standards for
products and operations. Over time, written expectations were developed so farmers and buyers
were on the same page. Farmers were expected to pack high quality products into sturdy, clean
containers and to reliably provide the products they listed. Buyers were expected to order on
time and pay within 30 days. Buyers and sellers signed a simple agreement describing the
purpose of the food hub, expectations of participants, and holding WFFN harmless for product
quality.

The food hub ordering system started with spreadsheets, email, and phone calls. That took a lot
of time and was prone to human error. A better system was needed. Through his connections as
director of Northeast SARE, Vern knew a software engineer in New Hampshire, Andrew
Walters, who had recently developed an online ordering platform for local food called Harvest to
Market. It allowed farmers to post their inventory for sale and buyers to place orders. It created
pdf picking lists and sale invoices, and it had a PayPal option for payments. Vern arranged a
meeting with Andrew and Hans to explore development of a custom web platform for WFFN.

Andrew was keen to work with WFFN and he bent over backwards to help launch the virtual
market. He offered use of his software for very little cost, even though he had countless hours
invested in its design. Processing weekly orders went from about 2 hours to 20 minutes, and
there were no mistakes. Regardless of order size and complexity, reports could be generated in a
few clicks. Harvest to Market is still available at little or no cost today, with the mission fo
empower the local food movement through use of the World Wide Web and the Internet (3).



1 and Food Network INVOICE

To improve functionality for wholesale market _—
delivery, Andrew and Hans applied for and received a -
small marketing grant from the Vermont Agency of =
Agriculture. This grant helped support upgrades to
provide date-range sorting, table sorting, wholesale-
retail price splitting, custom "branding" for producer’s
pages, and linking data to QuickBooks. Harvest to
Market was key to WFFN’s expansion, and the
service came at very little cost thanks to Andrew’s
generosity and the grant.

Food safety in the produce industry had long been informally managed but in the late 1990s
USDA developed Good Agricultural Practices (GAPS) in response to several food-borne illness
outbreaks associated with fresh produce. In 2010 food safety concepts were still new to Vermont
farmers; only five GAP audits were performed that year. That said, most established wholesale
farmers were bracing for some kind of food safety certification. In 2011, Congress passed the
Food Safety Modernization Act (FSMA), and though it was aimed at larger producers,
Vermont’s small and medium-scale farmers knew a change was coming. Part of Hans’ UVM
Extension job became focused on educating farms about produce safety practices. He helped
some farmers prepare for USDA GAP audits, but these audits were not designed for small farms
and could cost over $1000 annually. So, most Vermont produce farms were not interested,
especially since, at that time, only large (supermarket) buyers were requiring GAP.

As an alternative designed to meet the needs and capacity of Vermont farms, Hans and Ginger
Nickerson at UVM Extension developed “practical produce safety” checklists, planning tools,
and workshops. By 2011, most WFFN farms were either GAP audited or they had practical
produce safety training, including a simple food safety plan. (The Practical Produce Safety
program would evolve, with support from UVM Extension, the Vermont Vegetable and Berry
Growers Association, and the Vermont Agency of Agriculture to become the Community
Accreditation for Produce Safety (CAPS) program for small and medium-scale farms.)

As WFFN grew, business consulting was sought out. Hans and Richard knew they would benefit
from expert advice on the financial development of WFFN. They engaged in multiple planning
sessions with both Victoria Foster of Wholesome Wave and Debra Boudrieau of the Vermont
Small Business Development Center.



Over a year, they spent hundreds of hours researching and writing a business plan, building
profit and loss statements and financial projections, and making business decisions based on
these projections.
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In 2012 WFFN received assistance from
Nathaniel Brooks, marketing consultant, who =
revised the business plan, with a focus on FarnbReod
marketing. He built a customized Excel pivot
table dashboard to track sales and create
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financial reports directly from the Harvest to
Market platform.

The business plan focused on achieving the WFFN mission while minimizing cost. The food hub
could not afford to buy a delivery truck or install refrigerated storage. So, it would continue to
rent Harlow Farm’s trucks and storage space. And, given its limited geographic range, it needed
to diversify its producers and markets in order to grow revenue. Staying out of debt was also
important to financial viability.

WFFN started as an LLC because it was an “enterprise” of Paul Harlow’s LLC business
account. When WFFN moved to become a program of Post Oil Solutions, it gained non-profit
status. When WFFN expanded in sales, and moved to being a program of Food Connects, it
needed a simple tax structure, so it became an independent LLC. That also provided enough
flexibility for network members to “buy into” the business by purchasing shares. The farmer
members wanted the food hub economically viable; a business that did not need grants to
survive.

When WFFN became an independent LLC, it established official memberships and a board of
directors. Members were invited to invest in the business by paying an annual fee. The invested
members elected a 5S-member board that met quarterly with the director of operations and the
general manager, the food hub’s only staff.

WFFN did not carry any insurance during its start-up; it was under the umbrella of Harlow Farm
and then POS. But once independent, it was exposed and the board was concerned about
liability. In 2012 they approved a three-layered insurance strategy designed in consultation with
local insurable agents.



The strategy was that 1) Member farms would carry their own liability insurance for their
products, 2) WFFN would carry liability coverage to shield them from any damage claims, and
3) Harlow Farm would add WFFN as an additional insured on its existing commercial auto
policy, since the food hub was renting their delivery trucks.

In 2012, Monadnock Menus (MM) was launched in southwestern New Hampshire, an area
adjacent to Windham County, Vermont. With guidance from Hans and Richard, this food hub
was modeled on WFFN. It also used a rented truck, the Harvest to Market web ordering
platform, and the “just-in-time” delivery model. It was hosted by the non-profit Cheshire County
Conservation District.

In 2013, Food Connects separated from POS to become an independent non-profit, and took on
administering both MM and WFFN, with Richard Berkfeld at the helm. There was one delivery
driver, Tracy Lake, and an operations manager, Alex McCullough; both originated as Harlow
Farm employees that moved with the operation to being Food Connects employees Annual sales
were $225,000. The member-investor model of WFFN was abandoned since it was once again a
non-profit and the LLC structure was ended.

In 2014, Food Connects gained tax-exempt status and became an active participant in the larger
Vermont Farm to Plate network, a statewide collaboration to implement a comprehensive food
system plan. This provided Richard with an extensive support network of collaborators working
in and with food hubs. The food hubs product mix was expanding to include many different local
food products, including baked goods, cheeses, frozen goods, and meats.

By 2018 gross sales had increased to over $400,000. This was an impactful year, with major
system developments. Food Connects raised $250,000 for capital improvements, added a sales
manager, and made the staffing investments necessary to develop specialized sales and
operations teams, hiring McKenna Hayes as Operations Manager. Infrastructure expanded to
allow for additional routes and increased flexibility, adding a refrigerated van, in addition to the
original Harlow Farm reefer truck that had been purchased by Food Connects several years
earlier.

Food Connects added inventoried product, requiring longer term storage and the development of
inventory management systems. Food Connects also updated its routing model, no longer
picking up, picking orders, and delivering within one route. Storage demands increased so much
that the food hub moved into a dry storage warehouse space in the Brattleboro Development
Credit Corporation (BDCC) building just off Exit 3 on I-91.
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During this period, half the organization was housed in the BDCC building, with food hub
operations, cold storage, and trucking running out of a rented cooler at Harlow Farm, with
McKenna shuttling product and paperwork, back and forth between the two. An intentional focus
on the development and funding of operational systems and sales support bolstered efficiency,
safety, and sales growth.

In 2019, Food Connects consolidated offices and all food hub operations into their new locations
at the BDCC facility. Their just-in-time produce delivery model was still a priority, but as
demand rose, especially for inventoried products, the need for more refrigerated and frozen
storage became critical. Grant funds were obtained to install a 1,000 square foot cooler and
freezer. This meant they could serve more producers and offer more products. Operational
efficiency was improved by having loading docks, offices, and storage space under one roof.
They set their sights on serving other regions of Vermont, including Bennington County and the
Upper Connecticut River Valley.

In 2020, revenue doubled during the pandemic, hitting over $1 million in sales. As more
community members turned to local co-ops and farm stores to get their food, those wholesale
customers turned to Food Connects. The staff grew from 12 to 21 employees as sales rapidly
increased, and the distribution area expanded. During the winter, source-identified food was
procured from farms that may not fit everyone’s definition of local, to serve the needs of buyers
and to support supply chains that value transparency, care for the environment and people.
Richard Berkfeld wrote “Would you rather eat broccoli from a family farm in North Carolina or
a corporate farm in California?... Many of us are answering, the former.” (5)

In 2022, the Food Hub purchased $1.9 million worth of local and regional food from 125
producers that was sold and delivered to 288 wholesale customers across Vermont,
Massachusetts, and New Hampshire, including $418,154 of food to local schools. Total sales
were $2.4 million; payroll was about $1 million and $715,000 in grants supported infrastructure
and other improvements. (6)

In 2024 Food Connects facilities occupied 17,000 square feet, including 14,300 square feet of
cold and dry storage. The company employed 29 full- and part-time workers and used six reefer
trucks, including one hybrid electric model to pick up food from 134 producers, purchasing $3.1
million worth of food from them, including $1.9 million from farmers. They had $3.9 million in
sales to 366 wholesale customers, including $723,059 of food to local schools and about
$650,000 to local farms for their CSAs and on-farm stores. Payroll was $1.4 million and
$750,000 in grants supported infrastructure and other improvements (7).
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Food Connects sales by product type and customer type in 2024

Buying Club (1.2%) Dairy & Meat
Distributer (0.6%) Alternatives_> Seafood (1.5%)
Food Banks

Snacks &
Restaurant Bread &

Baked Goods(_\
49%

Healthcare (1.2%)

Beverages

In 2025, Food Connects navigated a leadership transition as Richard stepped down as Executive
Director. With a strong board in place, dedicated staff, robust operational systems, and a
dedicated network of producers and buyers, the organization is poised for continued success.

Farm to school programming

In addition to serving wholesale and institutional markets, Food Connects has run a Farm to
School program since 2013. Schools are a tough market to serve because they are small and
budget constrained, so Food Connects “feathers in” schools to their distribution routes to reduce
delivery costs. Food Connects also provides food education programming to build food system
awareness for young Vermonters, who after all, will be tomorrow’s consumers and decision
makers. Food Connects staff provide coaching and facilitation for school staff, technical
assistance implementing nutrition education and school gardens, local food procurement support,
and marketing training to increase school meal participation.
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