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Huron County Food Hub Research – Growing the Network  

The purpose of the Huron County Food Hub Feasibility Project was borrowed from a similar project in 
Perth County.  Authors: Ryan Turnbull, Mary Ferguson, Cathy Lang stated that the purpose of the Perth 
County Regional Food Hub Feasibility Study was  “to test the hypothesis that there is unmet market 
demand for local fresh food products in the County and that the demand could be met by linking markets 
with the underutilized production capacity of local producers and value-added agri-businesses. The 
broader assumption has been that creating local infrastructure to manage distribution and broker 
relationships between food producers and large scale customers is an effective strategy to bolster the 
County’s local economy.”  Operating under the same hypothesis in Huron, this research project seeks 
additional information to suggest some practical aspects that should be considered assuming the 
hypothesis is proven true.  

Research was conducted by Consultant Joan Brady, of Sustainable Futures – Farm and Food Consulting 
with support from the Huron Food Action Network Steering Committee which acted as the project 
oversight committee.  Additional project administration and oversight was provided by Huron Business 
Development Corporation as project lead.  

Preliminary Business Case  

A full business case describes, in detail, the objectives, outcomes and financial requirements to initiate a 
project.  It is used to justify the expenditure of time, money and resources into a project by outlining the 
benefits that the project will bring. In the case of the Huron County Food Hub Feasibility Project, a 
preliminary business case has been developed to both indicate the feasibility of establishing a food hub 
for Huron County and to suggest the most plausible project design at this time.  It will be used to inform 
a full business case or business plan as the next step in the ongoing food hub discussion.  

The preliminary business case is based on research that includes an asset mapping exercise that 
identifies Huron County assets and resources in relation to the establishment of a Huron County Food 
Hub.  It includes a preliminary market analysis which seeks indications of support for a food hub from 
both the supply and demand perspective.  The research offers a value proposition, as a way to identify 
both the aspirations of the business as well as how stakeholder expectations are met.  Finally it includes 
a resource list and a food hub best practices report based on an extensive literary review.  

Summary  

Indications from extensive research and stakeholder engagement are that Huron County will benefit 
from the aggregation, distribution and marketing of source identified food products (local food) allowing 
producers to reach new markets at the wholesale level and Huron County business owners to purchase 
local food to use in their own business operations. Currently no such service to connect local producers 
to local business exists within the County.  

The Huron County economy will experience positive economic impacts from the development of a food 
hub in all major sectors of the economy including the agricultural, tourism, service and manufacturing 



industries.  These impacts will retain benefits and earnings in the local economy and will realize higher 
spinoff benefits than economic activity that causes revenues to leave the County.  A study by New 
Economic Foundation (neweconomics.org) in the U.K. estimates that revenues that are destined for 
local vs non-local businesses maximize benefits to the local economy by up to 400%.  

The extensive literary review and ongoing interaction with other North American Food Hubs point 
toward many structural and operational food hub variations, most of which have been determined 
directly by individual community contexts.  Food hubs often develop quite organically and can grow 
quickly as various interactions and opportunities emerge.  Food Hubs can be virtual-only, facilitating 
business connections but allowing the businesses to arrange delivery and payment logistics. Food Hubs 
can be connected to a retail store, where efforts to source and maintain local suppliers have expanded 
into brokering supply for producers and other buyers.  Food hubs particularly those with value-added 
aspects such as canning and freezing can also be major buyers and sellers within the regional local food 
system. Other food hubs consist of a series of sub-food hubs, each of which specialize in a geographic 
area, commodity or service and work with other sub-hubs to provide a full scale food hub service.  

Huron County has a solid base of local food production businesses including farms, cottage industries 
and small to mid-scale food manufacturing.  Huron County has 8 Farmers’ Markets, where farm and 
food vendors sell directly to the public and occasionally make wholesale connections. There are also up 
to 50 local food venues represented on the 2013-2015 version of the Huron Perth Buy Local Buy Fresh 
Map. The Huron Bruce Produce Auction, just across the border in Bruce County, is a good example of a 
community food hub as it aggregates the production primarily of the Mennonite Community in the 
Lucknow area and sells it in fairly large case lots at a wholesale produce auction during the season: May 
to November.  The development of a Huron County Food Hub is not intended to compete with the 
various direct marketing venues rather it hopes to complement them by diversifying markets for 
producers and encouraging scaling up at all levels of production.   

The various surveys and conversations have indicated that a portion of potential food hub suppliers will 
shift some production and some wholesale arrangements to a food hub whereas others must increase 
production to meet the new market opportunities.  Huron County will need to grow its local food 
production to support a full scale food hub consisting of County wide aggregation and distribution.  
Research has validated a significant commitment to increase production related to expanded wholesale 
opportunities and also acknowledges certain food hub services as a pivotal piece in growing the local 
food sector.  These services as highlighted in both the producer and customer surveys are aggregation, 
delivery and marketing.  

A food hub, one which incorporates existing public and privately owned infrastructure, one which 
focuses on clusters of production and/or purchasers and one which facilitates market growth from a 
supply and demand perspective is the most likely to be successful in Huron County at this time. From a 
future development outlook, any visualization of a Huron County Food Hub should also include business 
development goals and milestones to encourage and manage future growth and specialization.  A clear 
mandate that broadly and transparently communicates the goals and objectives of a food hub will be 
needed to secure the support of various stakeholders.  



 

Huron County Food Hub Mission  

A Huron County Food Hub will aggregate, market and deliver locally produced product to local 
purchasers. 

Initially, a Huron County Food Hub will be less associated with a physical location than with the services 
it provides.  A Huron County Food Hub will develop partnerships and collaborations to undertake this 
facilitative and service oriented role.   

Recommendations 

A Huron County Food Hub should: 

• Build Capacity for local food production by: 
o Growing demand for product through market development 
o Facilitating training and the adaption of new techniques for growers 
o Providing the linkages between production and wholesale users 

• Manage supply: 
o Negotiate production targets with producers based on market commitments 
o Set product standards to guarantee product quality and consistency  
o Develop packaging standards and become wholesale distributer of recommended 

containers to participating businesses 
o Act as recycling depot for packaging: re-using containers wherever possible  
o Assist in new product development and value-added production  
o Improve the utilization of secondary product in innovative ways  

• Aggregate product to: 
o Meet larger orders than one supplier could provide 
o Allow purchasers to deal with one source for their local food needs 
o Minimize delivery costs for producers  



o Supplement local product with other provincial or Canadian product to create a full 
product offering – creating a hierarchal range of local products.  

• Market Product  
o Develop a brand and brand recognition strategy to create product distinction that will 

highlight both primary products and their use in secondary businesses 
o Create a standard inventory of products designated by seasonal availability, production 

source (farm) and other attributes (organic, etc.)  
o Design promotional tools to increase use of local products including recipes, special tips, 

chef/farmer consultations and more 
o Craft “point of sale” promotional items to maximize the utilization of local products to 

menus and retail outlets 
o Support general education and positive awareness of local food and its importance to 

sustainability and the local economy.  
 

• Transport products 
o Ensure proper storage and temperatures throughout the delivery process 
o Design delivery routes to be as time and cost effective as possible  
o Partner with current delivery routes where possible   
o Schedule customer routes consistently -  arriving on-time with accurate orders 
o Configure mode of transportation to scale and scope of product deliveries  
o Focus initial routes on clusters of production and demand – expanding more fully 

through the County over time.  
• Other Considerations 

o A co-operative business structure is the most desired business structure as indicated by 
stakeholder input 

o Industry standard software and systems should be used in food hub operations 
o Professional staff with industry experience can contribute to the success of a food hub 

initiative  
o Source identification and verification is integral to the Food Hub value proposition  
o The food hub should also consider a flow through model of product handling (fee for 

handling – producer retains ownership) unless value-added (canning, freezing, etc.) 
activities exist 
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Value Proposition 
A value proposition forms the core of a business model. A clear and focused value proposition will 
inform how a business will make money, how it will acquire and retain customers and the nature of key 
operations.  A value proposition is a tool to be used to prove a business to potential funders and to 
represent sustainability to various stakeholders. It also identifies what a company must do to engage 
and maintain its customer base. A value proposition that is created as part of a business planning 
process must be reviewed during the start-up and operational stages to check in with original 
assumptions to adapt as necessary to ongoing reality.  

Huron County Food Hub  
Huron County residents, farm and food producers and food 
system actors have been exploring the idea of establishing 
a food hub for a number of years. The idea began to be 
articulated at Community Kitchen Table Meetings 
conducted by the Huron County Health Unit in 2010, included in a survey of farm and food producers 
conducted by Huron Perth Farm to Table as part of a training and business development needs survey, 
also in 2010, and continues to be mentioned as evidenced in the recent Huron County Food Business 
Accelerator reports. The general definition for a food hub is, “A Regional Food Hub (RFH) is a business or 
organization that actively manages the aggregation, distribution, and marketing of source-identified 
food products primarily from local and regional producers to strengthen their ability to satisfy wholesale, 
retail, and institutional demand.  It is a market based approach to a more sustainable food system.” 
(Definition from http://www.wallacecenter.org/ ) 

From a literature review of existing food hubs and related publications it is evident that a great many 
food hub configurations exist.  Each has been designed to meet the needs of the respective region.  
Organizational variance includes ownership of the product, governance structures, food hub ownership 
whether private or shared and many other criteria.  Operations and service areas vary according to 
supply and demand. Each food hub was developed or has evolved according to stakeholder needs, 
addressing gaps, challenges and opportunities. Various finance models exist, capital investment and 
payback differs and margins although generally very tight also fluctuate.  A Huron County Food Hub 
essentially will reflect the needs of its customers – both on the supply and on the demand side.   

Target customer 
A Food Hub seeks to solve a twofold problem of lack of access to local food by various user groups and 
the lack of markets for producers and small scale processors. It is therefore critical to consider both 
buyers and sellers of local food as the target customers of a Huron County Food Hub. Sellers include 
farmers and small scale processors that market directly to the public or end user. Buyers include 
individual private purchasers or businesses such as retailers, restaurants and finally institutions like 
schools and care facilities.  

Currently, the sellers that are being targeted are generally small scale producers of produce, meats and 
some value added/processed products that sell all or some of their product directly to consumers. They 
can be relatively new to the business of food production or well established. These direct market 

“A product’s value proposition is a 
statement of the functional, emotional 
and self-expressive benefits delivered 
by the brand that provide value to the 
target customer” MaRS 

http://www.wallacecenter.org/


oriented producers are targeted as they have already expressed an interest in expanding their marketing 
to the various buyer groups.  This group has also been the target of various capacity building and 
business development projects including the Food Opportunities Project (2010-2012) and the 
establishment of six new Huron County Farmers’ Markets (2009-2015). One unique group within that 
description is the Mennonite community in North Huron. Their inclusion requires sensitivity to their 
traditional/cultural needs. Sellers may also include larger scale producers that may sell on a provincial, 
national or international scale but not have the infrastructure to manage local deliveries.   
 
Buyers include the public that is sensitive to the inherent economic, health, social and environmental 
value in purchasing local food.  They may purchase food directly from the Food Hub or from the various 
business customers that the Food Hub serves.  Identified wholesale customers include the Restaurateurs 
and Retailers that have partnered in various local food/culinary events. This list will be expanded as the 
program is laid out. Institutional Buyers may include schools and long-term care centres as very few 
other institutions exist in Huron.  Institutions will require large quantities, consistent quality and some 
advanced handling to use product. They may also require specific inspection standards – i.e. federal vs. 
provincial etc.  
 
The buyer base, once the seller base has been established and successful, has the potential to expand 
beyond the Huron political boundaries to include the buyers that identify a larger jurisdiction as local 
(province). Distribution mechanisms at that level may be already established or developed in 
conjunction with similar local delivery systems.  Huron County is only a couple of hours from the Greater 
Toronto Area which is highly populated and where the demand for local product is vastly unmet.  Huron 
is within an hour of London, Ontario another urban centre that has the potential to support the Huron 
Local Food Sector.   
 
Each targeted customer group has a series of problems or challenges that they are hoping a food hub 
will solve.  Each challenge varies in consequence and prominence.  Some features or solutions are non-
negotiable whereas others will be able to be introducedand tested on an ongoing basis.  

The seller seeks to expand his/her markets.  If much of their sales are directly to the consumer, each 
transaction may require significant time and not necessarily guarantee return business.  Farmers’ 
Markets are generally once a week and require time to prepare, pack, set-up and take down in addition 
to the time to make sales.  Inviting the public on your farm or place of production may result in some 
infrastructure development and conscientious housekeeping to maintain the proper environment for 
sales.  Additional considerations such as parking, signage and location may affect the success of an 
expansion to on site sales. Direct marketing takes considerable time and an affinity for people – the time 
it requires takes the farm or food producer away from their core business process and challenges their 
ability to supply the product.  

Farmers, as small business owners  may have limited capacity to handle all the practical and operational 
aspects of meeting a wholesale market.  Scaling up product to wholesale markets may mean additional 
packaging and labeling requirements.  It will mean larger lot sizes and expiry dates which in turn will 



mandate a plan to minimize wasted product.  It will mean developing different kinds of relationships 
with businesses quite possibly in a marketplace that includes many competent competitors.  It will mean 
producing a product that is consistent in quality and quantity and if successful it may mean the potential 
to grow to meet demand in a short period of time.  It may mean value-adding product by processing it in 
some way which incorporates another level of oversight and infrastructure development to meet the 
Food Premises Act and other food safety and other similar food handling regulations.  Establishment of 
on-farm processing may mean additional taxation and zoning by-law issues.  Distribution may include 
additional investment to protect perishable product.  An increased workload may mean hiring labour 
and the various additional management and administration tasks that that may entail.  

The buyer requires a consistent supply of high quality local product that is source identified and 
differentiated in the marketplace. The process of ordering, delivery/pickup must be simple, efficient and 
maintain the quality of product.  The ‘story’ that is associated with the product may be important and 
should be communicated and available to be passed on.  A brand or logo that represents their support 
of the inherent value of local food is also important for use in their own promotion.  

Some Chefs and retailers also appreciate the direct relationships built through on-farm purchases or 
restaurant drop-offs.  Others, however, cannot justify the additional time and management required to 
deal with a series of suppliers.  Pickups can be very difficult as many farmers try to balance the demands 
of production and the need to be responsive to customer requests.  In many cases the retailer and 
restaurateurs deal with full-service suppliers that can provide for all of their needs and have built the 
convenience into their businesses.  

Product may need additional handling to meet wholesale requirements.  Additional handling comes with 
labour costs to clean, prep or portion product for their requirements. Many stores, restaurants and 
institutions have a year-round offering and require suppliers to service beyond just the growing season.  
They may also not have the flexibility to adapt to seasonal produce which varies across the growing 
season.  Finally they may limit their purchases by specific verification or inspections as is the case in 
some institutions requiring federal inspection for any meat used.  

Buyers and sellers share a concern about fair pricing – both needing to meet their own business costs 
and a profit.  Sellers have opted out of the conventional marketplace to build a niche market based on 
quality, uniqueness, relationships and regional identity.  The buyer may consider additional product cost 
if the quality and integrity of the product will benefit their product offering and give them a competitive 
advantage in their particular marketplace.   

Huron County Food Hub - Seeking Value  
A Huron County Food Hub could play a role in establishing increased access to local food as well as 
creating new markets. In fact, in the Huron County context without building the necessary “middle” 
infrastructure, it will be difficult to grow small scale direct market farm and food businesses to the next 
level.  Although much of the Huron County Agricultural Sector is entrenched in a more globalized food 
system, there is a risk involved in relying on only one marketplace and one system of production.  



Building the local food system ensures our ability to feed ourselves in times of crisis.  It also provides 
more options for beginning farmers and food businesses and a diverse, more resilient economy.  

According to the seller, a food hub should enable them to reach new markets in partnership with other 
sellers or on their own.   Market expansion is a complex task that may be prohibitive on an individual 
basis.  Working with other producers to build production capacity and share the risk and capital costs of 
scaling up will be a major benefit of establishing a food hub.  

Producers can maximize their product offering by combining it with that of others to meet the wholesale 
demand for larger consistent quantities.  The seller will expect assurance that there is a standard to 
which all suppliers are held in order to ensure universal product quality. The seller will want the 
opportunity to maintain their own brand where possible and to further enhance their own marketing 
with a food hub brand which also incorporates their values.  Producers without a previously developed 
personal brand or little direct marketing activity will appreciate the chance to distinguish their product 
in the marketplace by the collective brand. All sellers will want their product to be represented in a 
professional and credible manner and have input into food hub development and priorities.  

Assistance in production planning based on market forecasting will help match supply with demand.  It 
may also share opportunities more fairly across the seller spectrum and allow sellers to manage 
expansion risk better.  Farm and food producers will benefit from capacity building support such as 
training in food safety protocols, season extension, translating market demand and business 
management skills.  They will also want an opportunity to maintain or develop relationships with their 
customer base to increase understanding and appreciation between the two groups.  A food hub can be 
a centre for networking and training as well as a physical depot.  

Connecting with the food hub whether it is via pickup or drop-off needs to be simple, efficient and result 
in high quality product.  Sufficient and appropriate storage is important. Packaging standards need to be 
clear and collective purchase of packaging and distribution of the same will be a complementary service.  
Weights and measures need to be verified and payment terms clear and timely.  Promotion and 
development of complementary services for food hub activities such as on-farm aggregation, co-packing 
custom services and long-term storage will also be valuable to sellers.  Modern logistic services such as 
bar codes and inventory management will be necessary as food hub activities expand.  

Value-adding processing such as freezing, drying or canning will allow for full use of seconds (over 
production, slightly damaged or imperfect product) to capture additional markets.  Facilitating value 
adding either with an included process or arranging for co-packing will provide a more diverse offering 
for food hub customers as well. Other verifications such as organic, humane or fair trade should be 
made available on an as needed basis.  

Buyers appreciate the quality and uniqueness of local product.  Often it is fresher and has other 
enhanced qualities such as taste and increased shelf life.  The buyer understands the cachet of local 
product, especially in a tourist economy where visitors are attracted by the regional offering. Chefs in 
particular appreciate high quality products that are delivered straight from the field.  Product integrity 
guaranteed either by a relationship of trust or a verification system of some kind is important.  A brand 



or logo that easily communicates the same to secondary customers will make local product more 
valuable to wholesale customers.  Delivery or pickup of product needs to be efficient and timely and 
flexible enough to meet the needs of each food business.  

Like all businesses, restaurateurs and retailers are concerned with price and in most cases will need to 
pass on the price to their own customers. Communicating the additional values and costs of local food 
and negotiating fairly will be important to maintain trust and wholesale relationships.  Knowledge of the 
competition (large scale food service) and their capacity for providing similar products is important. 
Some farm and food producers have already formed relationships and those terms may need to be 
considered as well.  

Huron County Food Hub Value Proposition 
A Huron County Food Hub will be driven by “Good Food Values” – defined as food products and 
practices that are healthy for the body, green for the planet and fair for producers and workers and 
affordable for all.  A values based Value Chain will link local producers to local consumers and businesses 
and reflect community values as expressed in Sustainable Huron. It will be instrumental in building 
capacity in the local food system by developing new markets, new processing infrastructure, regional 
branding and initiating increased capacity in local farm and food businesses.  

The Huron County Food Hub will be a conscientious aggregator of high quality, locally grown product 
which will be stored, sorted and repackaged and if needed processed to maintain quality and freshness.  
It will facilitate the marketing and distribution process to wholesale customers offering them a diverse, 
distinctive and safe food product to enhance their product offerings and offer the cachet of local 
product.  The integrity of regional product will be ensured by a food hub specific verification system and 
a brand which will include a logo and promotional suite will be produced to aid buyers in using the 
product to their maximum benefit. 

The Huron County Food Hub will be fluid and responsive; communicating to both sellers and buyers 
opportunities and challenges in the marketplace.  It will share the cost and benefits of growing a 
marketplace with all stakeholders while allowing business owners the level of autonomy they prefer.  It 
will be innovative and evolve in a natural way as both supply and demand increase.  It will be developed 
over time to have the capacity to fill core demand in Huron County and expand into other adjacent and 
provincial markets.  

Huron County Food Hub will look for opportunities to collaborate and co-operate with other local food 
system activators and look to share knowledge, expertise and possibly trade with other similar initiatives 
province-wide.  

 

 



 

 

 

Huron County Food Hub – Market Analysis 

Market Analysis 
Market Analysis is an examination of an opportunity within aspecific sales environment which focuses 
on a particular segment of the industry.  It examines the current status and potential growth of this 
segment while exploring the strengths, weakness, opportunities and threats related to proposed 
business structures that have been designed to serve the market opportunity.  The analysis also may 
include an investigation of related political, economic, social, environmental, legal and technological 
elements.  In the case of the Huron County Food Hub, which willhandle locally grown, produced or 
processed product and distribute it to wholesale buyers, both the market for local food in general and 
its distribution within Huron County and beyond will be considered.  As a food hub is considered to be a 
link between production and sales, a discussion of current and potential local food production will also 
be included.  

Food Hub Definition 
The Huron County Food Hub will be a unique business within the Huron County marketplace. A food hub 
is generally defined as, is “ a business or organization that actively manages the aggregation, 
distribution, and marketing of source-identified food products primarily from local and regional 
producers to strengthen their ability to satisfy wholesale, retail, and institutional demand.”  It is a 
market based approach to a more sustainable food system. It acts as a broker connecting producers to 
their end market, whatever that might be.  In addition it acts as a verifier of the regional brand which 
incorporates transparency  while maintaining the values inherent in local production including 
economic, environmental, cultural and social benefits. 

The products most handled by food hubs are fresh produce but other items can include frozen meats 
and fish, grain  and dairy products, as well as prepared foodstuffs such as frozen or canned entrees, 
preserves and baked goods. Consumers gain access to these products either directly or through another 
related route such as a restaurant or store. A food hub would not be limited to only Huron County 
products, but rather may showcase other product local to the region, province or country.  However, 
only products grown, produced and/or processed in the County will be branded as Huron County 
products.   

The structure of a food hub can vary which may also affect how the market responds.  Food hub 
ownership can take various forms including private entrepreneur, member/producer co-operative, not-
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for profit public entity and hybrid models of the preceding.  A Food Hub is also able to direct the way it 
handles the ownership of the product as it travels through the food hub.  In a flow through model, the 
producer maintains ownership and the food hub acts as a broker. In a direct purchase arrangement, the 
hub owns the inventory whereasn distribution integration, the food hub acts as an aggregator 
distributor to existing channels and can function either as flow through or direct purchaser.  Food hub 
structure will impact the market particularly on the supply side.  

 

 

 

General Market 
In Huron County, the population of 59,100 feed themselves by purchasing food consistently, including 
the products that will most likely  be carried by a regional food hub.  According to an OMAFRA survey: 
46 per cent of Ontario shoppers say they will definitely try to buy fresh Ontario food in the future; while 
35 per cent probably will buy; and 19 per cent might or might not buy. These results point to promising 
opportunities to increase demand for local food.( 
http://www.omafra.gov.on.ca/english/food/industry/goodthingsgrow.htm ). In addition over a million 
visitors visit the County, primarily in the spring, summer and fall.  These visitors also consume food 
during their stay – of those that stay overnight: 68% stay in private homes and cottages; and 4% camp. 
They will likely purchase some, if not all, of their food within the county.  Additionally 6.5% of overnight 
visitors stay in commercial accommodations and are likely to eat in local eating establishments. (Visitors 
to a region may have a higher propensity to buy local food as it allows them to incorporate culture and 
culinary aspects into their visitor’s experience.  

Huron County residents purchase and use local food as evidenced in the existence of 7-8 Farmers’ 
Markets in the County; 7 of which have started in the past 6 years. Huron County also is serviced by on 
of only two produce auctions in Ontario (just across the border into Bruce County), and has for 
approximately 10 years featured a Buy Local Buy Fresh Map in partnership with Perth County which 
showcases and locates local production and sourcing across the counties.  

A food hub also has the potential to reach markets beyond Huron County borders.  OMAFRA and 
Agriculture and Agri-food Canada use similar geographical areas  when defining what the term ‘local’ 
entails.  Both utilize the provincial jurisdiction as a baseline for local product designation.  Therefore the 
market extends potentially to the entire population of Ontario. Given that 94% of visitors to Huron 
County are from Ontario, the majority of which are from the GTA, neighboring Counties and other close 
urban centres, a Local Huron County product brand may also resonate with former visitors.  

Food Hub Marketplace 
Since conversations began in 2009, both the public and business owners have referenced a food hub as 
a way to more efficiently and effectively access local food for personal consumption or business 
purposes.  There is a universal recognition that as the Canadian food system becomes more globalized 
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much of the small and mid-scale processing and distribution infrastructure is being lost. sSmall scale 
processors and distributors are squeezed by low profit margins and heavily financed competition,  In 
order to build local production and a complementary secondary industry, this infrastructure must be re-
created.  The elements of shared expertise and services along with the physical infrastructure of 
transportation, packing and storage provided by a food hub will begin to re-build the ‘middle’.  When 
considering the various global food system unknowns such as climate change, energy depletion, and 
food shortages in some areas of the world– developing a robust local food system in tandem with a 
more conventional production system acts as risk mitigation for future food needs.  

Stakeholder Feedback  
In a recent “Huron County Agricultural Processing Business Accelerator” feasibility study led by the 
Huron County Economic Development Department, a Huron County Food Hub was mentioned by a 
number of participants as integral to accelerating food processing business in the area.  A food hub is 
seen as a way to share distribution and marketing costs and to reach food service businesses in the 
County.  The study recommended that a food hub initiative should be supported by but not led by the 
Huron County Economic Development Department.  In addition, the study concluded that a measure of 
facilitation and coordination is required to assist a company operator’s ability to access various 
programs and services, and to self-identify gaps in their business model.  Some existing food hubs in the 
USA have incorporated similar services in their food hub models. Local markets are important incubator 
markets for operators that test business ideas, grow production over time and build brands based on 
quality and service standards.   

A survery was conducted as part of the Local Food and Beverage Strategy, a partnership initiative of the 
Huron Tourism Association, Huron Manufacturing Association and the Huron Food Action Network  
Targeted to local food businesses including farmers, food processors, restauranteurs and retailers, the 
survey assessed the degree of interest in incorporating local sales or purchases in their product 
offerings.  In the returned surveys the interest in increasing the sales or purchase of local product was 
universal.  Furthermore, all restaurants and retailers which responded indicated that they already used 
local product at various levels from less than 25% to 75% of their menu ingredients.  All were interested 
in increasing the proportion of local food used in their menus.  85% of survey respondents also indicated 
that the lack of either a food hub or similar distribution/information system to increase access to both 
product and producers/markets was a barrier to using more local product.   



 

Another more in-depth survey directed at farmers and food producers/processors was also conducted.  
Many of the surveys were conducted at the various farmers’ markets in the region and/or at their places 
of business.  This survey was intended to help illustrate the current supply and the willingness of 
individual businesses to support a food hub and to grow their businesses to meet new sales 
opportunities.  Additional questions addressed the various services that a food hub would be required to 
perform and other organizational components.  Areas of concern and barriers to participation were also 
reviewed.  

Over 30 survey respondents shared their insight, affirming their support for the development of a food 
hub and suggesting their willingness to participate. A limited number of respondents were working to 
their capacity and satisfied with their marketing mix and strategy. Excepting these few, the remaining 
respondents indicated an interest in receiving more information and contact with organizers but did not 
at this time anticipate using the food hub services.  The majority of respondents were extremely 
interested and the next largest category was somewhat interested reflecting the underlying need to 
build capacity in production and value-adding to enable food hub appropriate scale of production.  



Food hub services most indicated by respondents as key components include aggregation, marketing 
and delivery.  This suggests that developing the marketplace and the mechanism to serve it is what 
producer’s value most.  Storage and cooling were considered vital as related to product quality and 
consistency.  Raw product handling: washing, sorting and packing including providing standard shipping 
containers were the next most desired services. Access to commercial kitchen facilities or some 
processing infrastructure was also requested, particularly for those businesses that prepare “ready to 
serve” items.  

When given the opportunity to express their concerns and comments, various issues were raised by 
respondents.  Concerns about fair pricing and solid contracts resonated with most.  The wholesale 
nature of the initiative was understood, however, many producers have elected to direct market their 
product in order to be able to set prices to better 
represent their cost of production and value the 
ability to impact any pricing formulas. Recognizing 
that various levels of production exist, some 
producers were concerned about consistent quality 
standards, especially in the case of aggregated 
product.  Product standards and solutions for 
secondary product will be important part of Food 
Hub protocols. Organic producers were looking for 
a service that would maintain the integrity of their 
certification.   

Survey participants were asked to reflect on the 
ownership and operation of a potential food hub.  
Though a number of options were offered, only 
two were considered.  The formation of a 
producer co-operative to initiate and operate a 
Huron County Food Hub was the number one 
selection and the second response was fairly 
ambivalent – that of no preference. The desire to 
have producer involvement and decision making 
reflects Ontario trends in which studies have 
identified that food hubs that are producer driven 
or have significant producer engagement from the 
beginning are more successful. Furthermore, a National Good Food Network survey suggests that a co-
operative structure is the only food hub structure that is consistently financially viable in the U.S.*  

All three stakeholder engagement exercises echo the support and relevance of a Huron County Food 
Hub as a way to build production capacity, enhance food businesses of all kinds and build a sustainable 
local economy.  Specific insights as to concerns and suggested structure, operation and services will be 
of value to a business design process.  Both the supply and demand perspective, point to distribution 
and marketing as the chief barrier to the sales and access of local foods.  



SWOT  
To analyze the food hub business model and market opportunity, a SWOT exercise was conducted.  The 
exercise examines the strengths and weakness of the initiative (internal measures) and opportunities 
and threats (external measures) related to food hub establishment.  This scrutiny assists with current 
decision making, in future marketing, and considers the various competitive advantages and 
disadvantages.   

Strengths 

The main asset that will support the development of a food hub in Huron County is the dedicated, 
innovative and supportive production sector looking towards building their own production capacity 
while working with other small and medium scale business owners to build collectively owned and 
utilized business infrastructure.  Some of these producers and businesses are already at a production 
level that will make them cornerstones of a food hub while others will build their productive capacity in 
response to the increased market opportunity. Huron’s vast agronomic resources are strengths as well, 
such as : high quality farm land; suitable climate; and agriculture service sector. 

A substantial demand already exists for local food products.  The tourism focus of the economic 
environment in Huron County  can be considered another asset as many potential food purchasers 
appreciate the inherent values added to their business by the incorporation of local products and look to 
developing complementary relationships with local producers.  Promoting the story behind the food, its 
production and uniqueness in the marketplace, will enhance the food hub`s offering. Moreover, Huron 
County residents and visitors do support various existing direct market venues including eight County 
Farmer`s Markets, the Bruce Huron Produce Auction and a  number of farm gate outlets.  

Weakness 

One potential weakness that a Huron County Food Hub may experience is the  lack of ability to serve 
customers year-round.  The challenge of extending sales, particularly of fruits and vegetables will require 
season extension practices, storage and processing capacity which does not currently exist to any 
degree within Huron.   

The size of the Huron County and the distribution of both supply and demand which is scattered across 
the area will add cost to transportation until localized synergies are created.  Initially a series of sub-
hubs across the County based on existing trade patterns may have to be considered before a larger 
comprehensive food hub is built.  In a previous survey, farmers indicated that 20km was the limit they 
would travel to access services to market additional product, reflecting both the cost of transportation 
and the cost of taking the farmer away from production.   



The price of local food, often perceived as higher than import based products, and higher as related to 
more intensive production is a weakness which will require careful negotiation to ensure satisfaction 
from a supply, demand and operating margin perspective. In food hub conversations, both suppliers and 
buyers indicated that price was a concern as well as the increased costs of dealing with additional 
product handling and preparation required to meet market expectations. The development, promotion 
and credibility of a Huron County local food brand will be critical to add value to the various 
transactions. 

Although, there is certainly an opportunity for a food hub to supply the currently unmet demand for 
local food product, shifting demand from current suppliers may require additional effort.  It will require 
broad education about the health, environmental, and economic benefits of local food.  It will require 
co-promotion of the businesses that are locally owned and sell local product. It will also require adapting 
to meet the requirements of food service purchasers for larger volume, partially processed and 
prepared foods.  

Opportunities  

Any increase in economic activity will complement the national, provincial and local economy.  Ontario’s 
food system is huge, generating more than $63billion in sales of food products to consumers and 
employing more than 767,000 people, 11% of the paid labour force. Agriculture itself generates 11.5 
billion in farm products. Much of this product is exported in its raw form and only the low margins of 
primary production are realized by Ontario’s economy.  Ontario is also a net importer of food and a 



recent study by Rod McRae and Harry Cummings and Associates: Dollars and Sense suggests that 
Ontario has the capacity to produce over 50% of the 20 billion of food that is currently imported.  
Redirecting imports to local production, particularly fruits and vegetables, will increase secondary 
industry such as processing, create additional jobs, realize taxes to all levels of government, reduce 
energy use and minimize the production of greenhouse gases. 

The Ontario Government, cognizant of the effect that the agriculture and food industry has on the 
provincial economy has taken a number of actions.  The Premier, Kathleen Wynne has challenged the 
food sector to double its annual growth rate and create 120,000 jobs by the year 2020.  Support for this 
challenge has resulted in various initiatives including sharing Growing Forward 2 funding with the 
processing sector, allowing them for the first time to access cost-shared funds. The Local Food Act and 
Local Food Fund which specifically fund and measure increases in local food production are other recent 
Ontario initiatives. The most recently announced support is the Greenbelt Fund (6 Million) to support 
increased local food access and literacy, institutional procurement programs and marketing programs.  
Complementing these efforts is the statement contained in the recent federal mandate letters In which 
Prime Minister, Justin Trudeau charged the Federal Agriculture Minister to “develop a food policy that 
promotes healthy living and safe food by putting more, healthy, high-quality food, produced by 
Canadian ranchers and farmers, on the tables of families across the country”.   

Developing a positive profile and the various skills and infrastructure required to grow the local food 
system, could also complement the broader agriculture sector in the county.  Most of the production of 
grains and oilseeds leave the County and quite likely the Country for further processing. Developing the 
reputation for being proactive and professional in the production, further processing and distribution in 
local food could result in market enhancement for products destined for world markets retaining further 
economic benefit to the local economy .   

Across North America, many successful businesses and collaborations to operate regional food hubs 
already exist. For the most part they are producer based either through private ownership, producer co-
operatives or not-for-profits.   One distinguishing characteristic in the community of Food Hub practice 
is the willingness to share with others hoping to develop similar infrastructure in their regions.  In the 
U.S.: The National Good Food Network facilitates networking, research and communication for food hub 
operators and for those aspiring to develop food hubs.  Expertise exists in all aspects of food hub 
operations, design and governance.  In Ontario, a number of regions are also working towards or have 
established regional food hubs and a provincial sector is emerging.  Similarly, there are a number of 
open-source software programs to manage food hub inventory, sales and membership and they 
continually evolve to serve various food hub configurations and objectives.  

Huron County is not heavily populated and has tremendous capacity for food production, much more 
than County residents and visitors can consume.  We are, however, well situated to service the much 
more concentrated markets that are located in the Greater Toronto Area and the nearby city of London.  
As evidenced by various stores, restaurants and farmers’ markets that sell local food in these locales, the 
demand for local food is promising and much of which is still unmet.  Scaling up production beyond what 
can be consumed in Huron will find markets beyond County boundaries.   



Introducinga diversity of scale and scope in both agricultural production and markets will result in 
increased sustainability.  Currently the majority of the arable land within the County is dedicated to 
grain and oilseed production, much of it is meant for global markets. This reliance on a limited range of 
crops  is very susceptible to the negative pressures of trade, disease and climate change.  Dedicating 
acreage and sales to other products and venues will safeguard the food supply and offer environmental, 
social and economic resilience. These qualities have been highlighted and supported by the Huron 
County Community Sustainability Plan developed by Huron County leadership and citizens in 2012.  

 

 Threats  
Most food purchases for home preparation are made in grocery stores.  They are the main competitor 
for consumer food dollars.  They offer convenience, selection and one-stop shopping.  These grocery 
stores do carry some Ontario shelf stable product and some Ontario product in season, but the majority 
of their stock has come from elsewhere.  Most grocery stores, part of a limited number of grocery chains 
do not have the capacity to receive product from individual local suppliers and rely on a central 
distribution depot to facilitate their shipments.  Some stores have made local arrangements but these 
can become non-relevant if the franchisor, in an oversupply situation, ships the same product to the 
store in question.  The local producer is left with product and no market.  Often the wholesale price 
offered by these large grocery chains are unrealistic for small scale growers and do not reflect 
sustainable margins.   

In the food service industry a number of provincial and national distributors dominate.  They are 
similarly focused on existing procurement partners and much of their product is sourced from 
international distributors.  They may handle some local food but, logistics limit anything but large scale 
substitutions.  These food service giants also deliver a one stop service and much of the product has 
received handling to enhance storage and ease of use.  Many food service establishments cannot 
manage multiple deliveries, multiple accounts and additional food handling within their current 
operational costsr.  

Huron County relys on agriculture as an economic driver but offers only limited  support to the sector 
with research and development funding.  Resources are limited by the County tax base and many 
economic interests compete for in-kind services and development funding. The businesses that would 



most benefit from a food hub will need to build their own capacity to realize the potential economic 
benefit to the region. Food hub development will need to coincide with training and business 
development in order to be successful.  Other communities across Ontario have similar plans for 
infrastructure development and there is an element of competition for provincial and federal resources 
as well for market share.  

Food safety and various other regulatory components can be asignificant cost.  Compliance is necessary 
for any food hub initiative, but a scalable approach based on processing scale and end market = is 
preferred. Compliance that enhances standards that do not reflect actual food hub activity and risks can 
be a limiting factor to success.  Somewhat related is the development of product quality standards, such 
as consumers expect from their other suppliers.  Many producers will be more willing to comply if the 
food hub included a mechanism to handle seconds or non-standard product.  

The global food system is beginning to realize the challenges of feeding a world population that will 
double by 2050.  The world is losing productive land on a daily basis, climate change is threatening 
historic growing regions and water resources are more and more subject to practises that threaten their 
quality and quantity.  More and more wealthy individuals and nations are looking towards Canada and 
its resources to safeguard their own food supply.  The attraction of a large and productive land base in 
Huron, related high Canadian farm debt levels and the farm succession crisis may affect our ability as 
Canadians and Huron County residents to retain access to our food producing resource and potentially 
our food supply.  A local food supply empowered by local decision making could ensure, in an unknown 
future, food for Huron County residents.   

A food hub enables midscale businesses to make the scale transition that allows sales beyond the 
farmers’ market and farm gate without having to venture directly to supermarket scale.  These 
transitions must be managed and oriented in order to be successful. Collectively, certain food based 
production and preparation knowledge and scale and scope appropriate practices have been lost to the 
sector or do not receive particular support for research and disseminatation. Loss of public extension 
and farmer driven experimentation has meant that the small and mid-scale farm operations do not have 
the same respect and support in the agriculture industry at large.  Prejudice and a lack of understanding 
has meant that the local food system is often in conflict with commodity export agriculture when in 
reality both should be developed in order to ensure the best possible future for the residents and 
businesses of Huron County.  

Conclusion  
Retailers and food service businesses in Huron County are buying local food from other retailers or 
direct from local producers. There is no “local food” focused distributor in the County Therefore, an 
opportunity for a Regional Food Hub to provide a link between both local producers and local retail and 
food service businesses, exists.  Throughout the study’s surveys and interviews, potential wholesale 
customers expressed a healthy interest in purchasing local food products from a regional food hub and 
the level of local producer interest was found to be substantial in supplying the food hub. The research 
results indicate that there is a market for local food in the County of Huron and a strong interest from 
both the supply and demand side for a Regional Food Hub. 



Realistic assessment of all aspects of the existing and potential market and supply of local food in Huron 
County does acknowledge certain challenges that must be overcome in the design of a Huron County 
Food Hub model.  Specifically, whereas the market for local food does exist and has the potential to 
grow, attention to building supply through expanded market opportunities, new technologies like 
season extension and processing as well as education and training may mean a multi-stage business plan 
with incremental goals and tasks.  Huron County has the essential resources required to develop the 
market that would facilitate the development of a food hub including: an dynamic and engaged 
producer base interested in expansion and wholesale opportunities,  unfilled demand for local food, 
support from citizens and governments for food hub development and the champions required to guide 
the process to the next level.  
 

 
 
 Mapping Huron County Assets  

Summary 

Assets play a crucial role in proving the feasibility of 
any project, supporting investment and 
development plans.  Reflecting on the value of 
these assets after the proposed investment will 

Assets are the foundation for an 
investment activity and the key to 
success or failure as well as the 
cornerstone of community connectivity, 
place-making and wealth-building.  
Individuals, households, organizations, 
businesses and government agencies all 
can own and/or manage assets.  Broadly 
speaking, assets are forms of human, 
social, financial, physical and natural (or 
environmental) capital that are essential 
and interactive building blocks for an 
investment and its wealth generating 
capacity at varying scales1.   
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also influence decisions and strategy going forward. Building on previously acquired or underutilized 
assets will increase both the efficiency and the probability of any project. Existing assets will reflect 
common community activities and aspirations.  Asset Mapping also highlights the gaps or resources 
which must be developed or acquired for a project to succeed. The assets examined are human, social, 
economic, physical and natural. 

An asset must also be analyzed to its quality, quantity and sustainability.   Some assets exist but may 
need to be adapted to serve in a different context. Assets might be missing or not of a quantity or 
quality to support the intended purpose or goal. Assets maybe threatened by outside factors and these 
factors need to be mitigated to preserve the assets.  Often initial investments are required to be able to 
use the asset in question to its greatest potential.  These investments can include time, commitment 
and financial resources. With a better understanding of a community’s assets, stakeholders can then 
identify possible opportunities that capitalize on these assets and put in place the actions to sustain 
them for future development and benefit. 

Assets can be used at various stages of a project; in the definition of a food hub in the Huron County 
context, the establishment of a food hub in whatever desired form and in the broader development of a 
sustainable food system. Food Hub development stages include planning, design, implementation and 
future adaption. 

Huron County has considerable assets and the expertise to recognize and utilize them.   

Methodology 
To prepar the Asset mappin portio of the Food Hub Research Proect, extensive data/information was 
collected from online resources via search engines and databases. Participatory research was limited to 
previous exercises such as the Huron County Food Charter development process and no research 
specific public meetings were hosted. Previous Huron County asset reporting including the background 
document for the Rural Lens for Huron County, Huron County Fact Sheets and other existing reports 
were also used to create the Asset Map. Some items overlap within the asset categories and have  been 
reviewed where they make the most impact. Information and findings from the previously completed 
literary review were incorporated where relevant. Interviews conducted during the market analysis 
segment of the Food Hub Feasabilty Study included some feedback that could be utilized in the asset 
mapping process. A complementary GIS map identifying significant assets by their location within the 
County will be included at a later date as the task is being achieved in partnership with the HTA Food 
and Drink Strategy to be completed by April, 2016. 

Assets required for Food Hub Development  

As previously identified, a Regional Food Hub (RFH) is a business or organization that actively manages 
the aggregation, distribution, and marketing of source-identified food products. It focuses primarily on 
sourcing from local and regional producers and distributing to direct, wholesale, retail, and institutional 
customers within the selfsame region and beyond.   Depending on the community profile and 
requirements various assets are required.  



Form of 
Capital 

Description  Food Hub related requirements  

Human Capacities and skills of people 
who live in the community  

Skilled and semi-skilled labour 
Complementary demographic with food based skills  
Business owners – food, transportation, etc. 
Visionary leadership  
 

Social  Rules, relationships and networks  Food system facilitation/development  
Enabling policy environment  
Regulatory infrastructure 
Information infrastructure  
Ag sector organizations 
Consumer/citizen networks  
Municipal knowledge and support  

Economic  Grants 
Investors: venture capital, banks, credit unions 
Robust local economy – capacity for investment/risk  

Physical Manufactured items or built 
infrastructure 

Transportation routes 
Food businesses 
Processing/value-adding infrastructure  
Farms and related equipment  
Potential physical space for food hub  

Natural  Naturally occurring ecological 
resources  

Soil health and tilth 
Water for irrigation and other activities 
Preserved/protected farmland  
Biodiversity  

 

 

Human Assets  
Huron County’s human assets are the capacities and skills of the people who live within the community.  
These assets reflect past priorities and focus, current trends as well as future goals. Diversity within the 
population can be positive or negative reflecting both the potential for assimilating new ideas and the 
receptiveness to change. Age, educational levels, cultural values and the County’s historic economy will 
also be factors.   

Within the context of the Food Hub Feasibility Study, the following characteristics are considered assets: 
skilled and semi-skilled labour, a population with the skills to appreciate, prepare and consume locally 
grown food, an entrepreneurial mindset to support complementary businesses and finally an openness 
to consider change and alternative approaches.  

Huron has a population of 59,100 (2011) and the population has been static or in a negative growth 
cycle for the past three decades.   It is a very rural population with no urban centres with a population of 
over 8,000.  In addition, 60% of the population lives dispersed throughout the county.  Huron has an 
aging population, a higher percentage of seniors than the Ontario average and the third “oldest” 



population of any jurisdiction in Canada. Ontario demographic projections suggest that the senior 
population in the province will continue to increase over the time period to 2041.  As there is very 
limited post-secondary education in Huron County, many young people leave the County to go to school 
and do not return.  There is very little immigration into the area and the population is predominately of 
European descent and English speaking. Over 78% of residents have been settled here for three 
generations or more.  

Over 27% of the adult population have not gone beyond a high school education and of those that have 
achieved post-secondary, community college and apprenticeships are the most predominant levels 
achieved. Agriculture is by far the largest employer and is still predominately controlled by farm families, 
who provide labour and/or management in these businesses; they make up around 38% of County 
businesses. Huron County has almost double the rates of self-employment as the province at 18% and 
10% respectively.  Unemployment rates are also well below the provincial average and skilled labour is 
in demand.  The cost of living in Huron County is below the Ontario average but average family income is 
also lower.  

Agriculture dominates the landscape in Huron County.  86 percent of the land is farmed and in 2011, 
2,467 farms existed, a decrease of almost 400 farms since 2001.  Farms are getting bigger and relying 
less on labour.  Huron County leads the province for total value of production with cash crops being the 
predominant type of production followed by beef, hog and dairy.  The average age of farmers is 52.1 
years which is far greater than the average median age of Canada’s workforce which was 41.4 years in 
2012. Succession planning is a concern as are the challenges faced by beginning farmers.  There is a 
great deal of expertise, passion and resilience within the farm population. Most farmers in Huron 
County direct their production to global markets but an increasingly passionate, innovative and 
relatively young group of farmers are exploring more direct market opportunities, feeding their 
neighbours and fellow Ontarians.  For a sustainable future, Huron County needs to promote and support 
a diversity of production in both scale and scope.  

Huron County residents support the production and consumption of local food as evidenced in the 
establishment of six Famers’ Markets in Huron County since 2005 for a total of eight.  In addition, many 
small related food businesses and the Bruce Huron Produce Auction have also been established in that 
time period.  Various culinary events that have highlighted local food and local food producers have 
been well supported and include “Taste of Huron”, “Fair on 4”, and more.  Community cohesion and 
family values are important to residents and volunteerism is reflected in many local initiatives.  

Residents have been willing to participate in visioning and planning within the County context. 
Sustainable Huron, the Huron County Food Charter and the most recently developed Huron County 
Economic Development Plan consultation process (all 2015) 
are all democratic exercises that have been well attended 
and successfully reflect the values and priorities of the 
community.  Sustainable Huron calls for a diversified 
agricultural sector, a focus on local food, increased 
processing infrastructure and opportunities for youth in 

Residents of Huron County have a 
strong entrepreneurial spirit with an 
economy that has been built largely 
on agriculture, small business, 
tourism and the creative economy2. 

Sharlene Young-Bolen
Strategic or development? Which would be correct to use? I’ve marked other occurences.



agriculture.  It calls for an economy based on local businesses and niche industries as well as for an 
inclusive and strongly linked community. The Huron County Food Charter seeks to cultivate a 
sustainable local food system to nourish all the people of Huron County and beyond.  It advocates for 
nutritional and food skills training and access to local food, a focus on food for health and a democratic 
system that allows for citizen participation.  It calls for a consideration of all food system activities to 
ensure sustainability. The recent Economic Development Plan conversations that were held in each 
Huron County municipality and the County as a whole also renewed the call for a strong food and 
agricultural sector which is linked to tourism and manufacturing for complementary benefits. It calls for 
food sector facilitation for optimal economic and community development.  

The main gap in the human asset category is the lack of skilled labour and significantly related to that is 
the lack of training available to fill those recognized gaps in skills levels. This includes the farm 
succession issue. Numerous studies and conversations have identified the need for additional training 
specifically in the agricultural and food sector.  A great model from Norfolk County recently won the top 
prize for Innovation 2015 from the Premier's Award for Agri-Food Innovation Excellence. VG Meats, a family 
owned and operated full value chain meat operation, developed their own Chop School and paid nine 
successful applicants to learn the meat trade. The program filled both their need for skilled labour and 
for accessing training that does not exist anywhere in Ontario. In a related initiative, VG Meats 
conducted farm tours for existing butchers to offer better understanding of the link between farms and 
meat processors.  

Social Assets 
Wikipedia defines Social Capital as “a form of economic and cultural capital in which social networks are 
central, transactions are marked by reciprocity, trust, and cooperation, and market agents produce 
goods and services not mainly for themselves, but for a common good”3.  In simple terms, social assets 
are the links, values and understandings in society that enable individuals and groups to trust each other 
in such a way that they can work together.  Similar to human assets, these assets can be regionally 
specific, based on shared environment, experiences and values.   

In the context of the Huron County Food Hub Feasibility Study, the required social assets include:  a 
desire for food system facilitation/development, an enabling policy environment, government 
knowledge and support, a complementary regulatory infrastructure, an information infrastructure to 
allow the sharing of ideas and interaction, as well as community organizations including agricultural 
sector groups and consumer/citizen networks.  

Facilitation 
Huron Food Action Network (HFAN) is championing food system development in Huron County. It is the 
lead on the Food Hub Feasibility Study (FHFS) and the recent facilitator of the Huron County Food 
Charter process.  It was formed in 2013, after a number of engaged stakeholders determined that a 
forum for food system activities was required.  HFAN is an informal, membership-based organization 
that meets quarterly and seeks to empower members to engage in food systems change in a series of 
self-directed working groups including Huron County Food Policy Council (Food Charter) and Community 
Gardens/Education and Food Distribution (FHFS).  HFAN aims to be responsive and open to the 
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development of more working groups and areas of focus as needs are identified. The current work plan 
is driven by the newly completed Food Charter, a dissemination plan that will introduce the Charter to 
Municipal leaders, schools and community organizations, and a Huron County Food Systems Report Card 
which uses the vision outlined in the Charter to determine measures and provide a baseline to evaluate 
food system activity.  The Huron Food Action Network is a substantial social asset and champion for 
food system change in Huron County and beyond.  Other Community agencies that have championed 
food system development and are very involved in or as members of the HFAN process include Huron 
Business Development Corporation, the Huron County Health Unit, Huron County and various municipal 
leaders. 

The Huron Manufacturing Association (HMA) includes a sub-group of food processors/manufacturers.  
The HMA is a venue for networking and for exploring collaboration and cooperation among various 
Huron County industries. Huron County Economic Development and the Huron Business Development 
Corporation partnered on a two-phase project beginning in 2013.  Directed at food 
processors/manufacturers, the project is called the Huron County AgBusiness Builder.  The first phase 
was a “Huron County Agricultural Processing Business Accelerator” feasibility study which 
recommended the initiation of a business development coordination process rather than a full scale 
business accelerator, on the premise that the resources required could be accessed elsewhere. The 
second phase of the project was the piloting of a Business Analyst Lead that acted as a facilitator for 
agriculture processing and manufacturing businesses to access existing programs and services. It also 
included business analysis support to assist company operators in accessing existing programs/services 
and identifying gaps in their business model that are inhibiting growth. The emphasis on building strong 
businesses and products within the food processing/manufacturing sector will be an asset to a Huron 
County Food Hub for both potential users of the food hub and collaborators in food system change. A 
Business Analyst Lead will also be a resource that food hub organizers/operators could use to build a 
viable and efficient model.  

Huron Tourism Association is a long-time supporter of the development of the local food sector in 
Huron County.  The use of regionally sourced/identified quality food products by various restaurants and 
other tourism businesses can provide them with distinction and competitive advantage as they seek to 
present themselves to the tourist who seeks authentic regional experiences.  Building relationships 
between chefs and farmers is seen as a positive approach to scale up local food sales although 
challenges exist that centre on distribution and fair pricing.  Recent related Huron initiatives which have 
developed quite organically include the Chef’s League: a networking forum that seeks to promote and 
support capacity building in accessing local foods; the Chef and Producer Association: a group that seeks 
to communicate the benefits of working together and increase awareness of their respective 
professions; and the Huron County Local Beverage group which seeks to build production and 
promotion of wine, beer, cider and other beverages in a collaborative way.  Currently underway, HTA is 
developing a food and drink strategy that includes a market readiness assessment for producers, 
restaurateurs and retailers.  The survey will also identify the barriers to using local foods and 
recommend measures to tap into this potential market.   Huron Tourism Association is a social asset to 
the Huron County Food Hub as it will be a conduit to many of the food service businesses in the County.  



Policy 
Policy is a critical component of social capital.  It reflects the prioritizing and enabling of activity and 
change within the community, economy or environment.  A focus on a more globalized food system has 
meant that some policies which have been developed may have unconsidered effects on the objectives 
related to Food Hub establishment.  Policy, that has been developed elsewhere, may have little 
congruency with the conditions in a rural, sparsely populated area such as Huron County.  It may also 
mean that policy needs to be developed to properly reflect the uniqueness of the initiative.  

The recently developed Huron County Rural Lens, a tool to promote rural equity and inclusion is a social 
asset.  Developed by municipal leaders, staff and community 
members, it is a framework which allows policy and 
proposed activities to be judged by their appropriateness in 
the Huron County reality.  It highlights various areas for 
consideration and outlines their conditions in Huron. The 
short form asks questions directed to ten areas which echo 
the Sustainable Huron priority areas and include: economy, 
transportation, agriculture, energy, livable communities, the 
natural environment, population, downtowns, community 
needs and healthy active communities.  In the Agriculture 
section, the question asked is: “Does the action/policy 
strengthen the agriculture industry through diversification, 
build support for local food and/or promote environmental 
best practices?” The Rural Lens is an asset as it not only 
reinforces the citizen values expressed in Sustainable Huron; 
it also takes the vision and applies it at a policy and action 
level.   

Huron County is made up of eight municipalities and one 
upper tier government. Each jurisdiction is led by 
community leaders that have historically been grounded 
within their communities and the Huron County context.  
Relationships between the Municipalities themselves and 
with the County are relatively strong and many instances of 
synergy and collaboration are evident and have been 
successful.  Many of the municipal councillors are engaged in agriculture and small business making 
them aware of the importance of economic development and the core industries within Huron. Many 
municipalities have been supportive of the establishment of the farmers’ markets in their town, realizing 
the spinoff benefits of keeping local dollars in the local economy.   In a previous exercise which reflected 
on a larger multi-county food hub, many letters of support were received from Municipal leaders which 
reinforced the support for infrastructure that would build capacity for the farm and food sector in 
Huron.  An engaged and innovative municipal and county leadership are social assets that will support 
the development of a food hub.   

Agriculture in Huron is of national 
significance. Huron leads all counties 
and regions in Ontario in total value 
of production; and it also exceeds the 
production totals of several 
provinces. Huron has the advantage 
of an informed and progressive farm 
community, a supportive service 
sector, high capability soils, a 
diversified agricultural industry, a 
favourable climate, and limited non-
farm intrusion. Agriculture has a 
significant positive economic impact 
in the County that goes beyond the 
farm gate and rural areas into 
Huron’s towns and villages. The 
continued health of agriculture is 
important not only from an 
agricultural perspective, but also 
from a broader community and 
economic perspective.  

Huron County Official Plan4 



The Government of Ontario has been supportive of the expansion of Ontario’s direct market sector and 
has devised a local food strategy.  Based on consultations with consumers, producers and food system 
stakeholders they have made a commitment to increase the consumption of local food by bringing more 
local food to the places where Ontarians shop and eat.  Premier Wynne has challenged the sector and 
offered support to double the food industry’s growth rate and create 120,000 new jobs. The Local Food 
Act, 2013 further defines this by promising increased access to local food, improved food literacy in 
regards to local food, more public sector procurement and targets for increase use and access of local 
food.   OMAFRA will develop an annual report in respect to local food and activity and progress in the 
sector and the first week of June each year has been designated as Local Food Week.  A provincial 
government that recognizes and sponsors the local food sector as an economic and community driver is 
an asset to the development of a Food Hub in Huron County. The Huron County Food Hub Feasibility 
Study has been made possible through a successful application to the Local Food Fund.  

Community Organizations 
Many producer and business organizations exist in Huron County. The three provincial general farm 
organizations, Ontario Federation of Agriculture, Christian Farmers Federation of Ontario and the 
National Farmers Union have active and approachable local chapters which participate in both the 
support and promotion of local food production and advocating for farm appropriate legislation.  Many 
of the commodity/sector specific groups such as the Pork Producers, Cattleman, Ecological Farmers 
Association of Ontario and more are active in the County, participating in community dialogue and 
events. These groups offer training, information on new technologies and advocate for consideration in 
various legislation and actions. The County is host to four vibrant Chambers of Commerce including: 
Bayfield and Area, South Huron, Zurich and Huron (Goderich, North and Central Huron).  These 
organizations are champions of economic development and business to business collaboration and 
cooperation. Business Improvement Associations also exist working in most communities in the County 
to develop downtown areas and increase business to business synergy and more.  

Huron County residents are dedicated volunteers, contributing to many community organizations.  
These organizations in some cases incorporate the use and promotion of local food and food skills in 
their programming and policy.  Other organizations have rallied around environmental and nature issues 
that seek to safeguard productive and natural resources in a sustainable way.  Well-connected 
community organizations act as facilitators of citizen expertise and passion and many will potentially 
support a Huron County Food Hub in various ways.  

Regulatory Infrastructure 
Huron County has a long history in the food industry.  The Huron County Health Unit conducts food 
premise inspections and coaches and trains business owners in compliance.  The Provincial Government 
inspects meat processing at five County abattoirs and/or killing plants and at various further processing 
facilities.  The Meat Inspection Branch shares research and guidance for new projects and expansions. 
Municipal and County Planning/Building Departments have the resources to support and guide 
development of all kinds. The Ausable Bayfield Conservation Authority is active and knowledgeable in 
the protection and enhancement of natural areas, waterways and threatened species and support 
farmers particularly in soil preservation, drainage and forestry issues. A fair and facilitative regulatory 



system, one which acknowledges the complexity and necessity of food production is a welcome asset to 
a potential food hub in Huron.  Across the province of Ontario, many smaller abattoirs have been closing 
and communities find themselves without that necessary infrastructure.  Huron County has been 
successful in re-commissioning two abattoirs in the County in the past 10 years, a success that can be 
attributed to facilitative regulatory agencies and business owners keen to achieve compliance.  

Economic Assets 
Economic Assets is a term that allows consideration of a broader set of economic resources beyond just 
financing. Financial assets include personal, business and community equity and earning potential.  It 
includes the accessibility to funding of various kinds including lending institutions such as banks and 
credit unions and grants and donations. Adequate economic assets and the ability to leverage them to 
create new initiatives is an important aspect to the feasibility of food hub development in Huron County.  

Personal Assets 
The median family income of Huron County Residents is $70,028/year more than $10,000 below the 
provincial average. The cost of living however, particularly housing, is less than the provincial average.  
78% of residents own their own homes. As in most areas of the province there is a wide variance in 
income with over 50% of Huron’s workers making below $30,000/year.  There are eight foodbanks in 
the County to serve the population of 59,100 and they serve approximately 1,400 people/month or 2.3% 
of the population – this compares favourably with the provincial average of 2.77%. Unemployment rates 
in Huron (5.7%) are lower than the provincial average (8.3%) although many jobs are seasonal or 
relatively low paying.  The cost of feeding a family has increased 13.35% since 2009 (2013 statistic) and 
each year some of that revenue goes to support local food and local growers/makers.  These personal 
assets reflect the ability of Huron County population to purchase local products and potentially support 
a food hub in Huron County.  

Much of the productive agricultural asset is owned by family farms, some of them having ownership for 
generations.  Land prices have risen steadily in the past number of decades and land represents a huge 
collateral asset.  Although Huron County land values have increased farm assets, farm debt and the 
average amount of investment/debt required to produce a dollar of income has increased substantially 
in Canada reflecting both the consolidation of farm operations and the farm income crisis.  Beyond land, 
farmers invest in equipment, livestock, inputs, quota and other costs of production. George Brinkman, 
professor emeritus at the University of Guelph provides a startling comparison of Canadian to U.S. farm 
debt. A few years ago, he calculated the ratio of farm debt to income in Canada and found that in 1972, 
that ratio was two to one. In other words, it took $2 of debt to produce $1 of income. By 2007, that ratio 
had jumped to 23 to one3.  Considering these levels and factoring average farm income there simply is 
not enough farm income to pay off the debt farmers have accumulated.  Although these farmers still 
have access to credit and the collateral to ensure it, they are vulnerable to market and interest rate 
volatility. Aging farmers at times have no choice but to sell their farms to realize the equity remaining 
and the younger generation are hesitant to take on existing liability along with their own start-up costs.  
Farmers and their ability to manage complex business risk is seen as an asset although a vulnerable one 
unless a degree of diversity and self-sufficiency is incorporated into the agricultural sector.  Farmers’ 
ability to invest in new technologies and to meet new markets is a measure of food system resilience.  

Sharlene Young-Bolen
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Business Assets 
Huron County has a diverse business portfolio with Agriculture, Manufacturing and Tourism being its 
major economic pillars. Agriculture not only provides a great deal of collateral for investment it also 
provides significant employment.  It also has the potential to support much more value chain 
development.  Considering the immense potential for food production in the county, there is also an 
untapped potential for businesses that do further processing. With many businesses already targeting 
tourism and attracting visitors, there is potential for more businesses to attract visitors especially those 
showcasing experiential and recreational activities. Attracting new business will mean new jobs and new 
residents to the Region and result in a vibrant and secure community as stated in this vision for 2030 
from Sustainable Huron: “The Huron County economy will continue to provide economic security and 
opportunity for its residents through diversification, business retention, local provision and education 
and training opportunities”.  

Finance and Capital 
Across Huron County, various banks and credit unions are available for personal and business lending; 
many also have agricultural or business specialists.  Farm Credit Canada has an office in the County and 
lends to farms and agrifood businesses and has some very unique products which cater to seasonal 
production cycles, extended start-up costs and businesses which take a number of years to realize any 
income.  Huron Business Development Corporation, a Community Futures Development Corporation, 
has a small business loan program which will loan existing or new businesses up to $150,000.  Adequate 
and under certain conditions, flexible financing exists to support Food Hub establishment if it is based on 
careful planning and projections. 

There are also many funds and grants available to a food hub if it is organized as not for profit, co-
operative or social enterprise.  There are good examples of building necessary infrastructure to support 
the development of regional food systems and having the local economy benefit from the initial 
investments. The Manitoulin Island Community Abattoir was built in 2012 at a cost of $1.6 million which 
was raised through federal, provincial and municipal governments funding and contributions from a First 
Nations community and from the farmer member/owners.  The full returns of the 350 head of 
cattle/year now slaughtered on the island contribute to the island economy and enhance area 
businesses and increase the farmers’ bottom line.   

All levels of government understand the importance of food and agriculture to national and local 
economies. Funding opportunities are available to support various levels of capacity building and 
business development.  The Federal Growing Forward 2 suite of programing supports producer, 
processor and organizational initiatives with a varying degree of matching dollars required.  In Ontario, 
GF2 offers resources, tools and cost-share funding assistance to eligible producers, processors, 
organizations and collaborations to grow their profits, expand markets and manage shared risks. The 
Government of Ontario supported a great deal of capacity building through the now closed Local Food 
Fund, the many projects built business assets, local food awareness and collaborations.  Now closed, the 
Ontario Government may propose new funding following the end of the current fiscal year, March 31, 
2016.  Also funded by the provincial government, the Trillium Fund, which is open to improving access 
to local food and will fund capital projects and the Greenbelt Fund, which funds efforts to improve 



market access, improve food literacy and get local food into the broader public sector, support farmers 
and community organizations.  

An innovative micro-funding program recently piloted in Northern Ontario was supported by funding 
from the Federal Government. The Sustainable New Agri-Food Products (SNAP) program provided 
$5,000-$15,000 at 80% cost share to producers, businesses and collaborations. Many agriculture and 
food producers or businesses have difficulty funding equipment purchases for value-added processing. 
The SNAP Program, administered by a collaborative of regional food organizations (similar to HFAN), 
supported equipment purchases that would result in the creation of a food or agriculture product new 
to the business.  Building capacity at the producer and processor level is beneficial to the establishment 
and development of a food hub.  

There is also much support for local food initiatives at the County and Municipal level. As prioritized in 
Sustainable Huron and the Economic DevelopmentPlan consultation process (fall 2015), developing local 
food businesses is important and may receive tax dollars in various ways. The Huron Economic 
Development Partnership Community Economic Development Fund (CEDF) offers financial resources to 
projects that develop and enhance a specific sector and/or multiple sectors benefitting economic 
development in a specific community or County as a whole. Many area farmers’ markets and other local 
food initiatives have benefitted from the funding of projects and have been able to leverage the monies 
to support large projects.  Finally, although not on any balance sheet, there is much in-kind support 
through administration, promotion, publications, staff time and the sharing of tools and resources. 

Physical Assets 

Transportation routes 
Huron County is well serviced by Provincial, County and Municipal road ways.  They are well-maintained, 
as well as cleared and carefully monitored during adverse weather. Access to the 400 series of highways 
is possible within one to two hours depending on the location in the County, allowing easy access to 
many areas of the Province.  Mail service is available directly to most homes and businesses in the 
County, although neighbourhood mail boxes do exist.  There is no public transportation in the County 
although rail service and/or airlines can be accessed in nearby urban centres.  Most County residents 
rely on autos to access food and to attend events and employment.  Courier service routes are well 
established and service many existing businesses.  

Food Businesses and value-adding infrastructure  
Six meat plants/abattoirs currently exist in the County but exist at a fairly small scale and only two sell 
any quantity of wholesale product beyond County boundaries.  There are a number of small scale 
specialty processors producing niche products and a number of farm operations that value add their 
production. These businesses are huge assets to provide a specialized and quality mix of products for 
food hub sales.  For instance, Everspring Farms, located in Seaforth and producing sprouted grain 
products, has also expanded into providing the services of custom milling, drying, blending and co-
packing. Private label production and packaging is offered to a wide range of customers located in 
Canada and the United States. 



Currently there is no large scale processing in the County.  In 2008, CanGro closed its doors to a large 
plant in Exeter that processed peas, beans, sweet corn and more.  Many farmers were affected and the 
intervening time has seen limited large scale production in the area. Smaller scale niche products will 
lend more to a regional food hub and some growing expertise and equipment may remain within the 
agricultural community.  

Tourism has always been a Huron County mainstay and in the summer months the population booms 
with the influx of summer residents and visitors, particularly on the lakeshore.  In addition, various 
cultural and recreational assets and activities attract visitors year-round.  These businesses can, as 
stated previously, use local food in their business to create a brand and competitive advantage. The 
publication of a Buy Local Buy Fresh Map – the fourth edition was published in 2012 - highlights 
approximately 55 direct market producers and farmers’ markets in both Huron and Perth and has been 
a link for the public and businesses to connect with locally produced food.  Few sustained efforts have 
been made to communicate the values of using, promoting and prioritizing local food to Huron County 
businesses and although there are champions within the tourism sector, much more work can be done 
to build relationships and address the challenges of access and availability. Congruently, training and 
increased capacity is generally required for farmers to scale up to wholesale and business to business 
transactions.  

Distribution businesses and businesses that currently transport food either within the County or beyond 
are considerable assets to a food hub project. Many of the small scale specialty processors within the 
County have already tackled the challenges of distribution investing in their own infrastructure, 
contracting transportation or working with a distributer or broker.  OntarioFresh.ca lists distributors on 
their website and plans are underway to build a database of food transportation routes across the 
province.   

Existing Food Hubs 
According to the definition of a food hub to aggregate and distribute food, other food hubs exist in the 
County. These may be large industrial farms that aggregate from contract growers and/or various 
production sites such as Exeter Produce owned by the Veri Family or the Garlic Box in Hensall which 
brings in garlic from various growers to process into various value-added products.  Two food hubs of 
particular interest to this asset mapping exercise are the Bruce Huron Produce Auction and the Huron 
County Food Bank Distribution Centre.  

The Bruce Huron Produce Auction (BHPA) is located in the southern part of Bruce County, just a few 
miles from the Huron Bruce border.  It is a not for profit owned and operated by the local Mennonite 
Community.  They have built an off the grid Auction house and conduct wholesale produce auctions 
from May to November with a special maple syrup auction leading the season.  Sellers pay a fee to 
participate and must produce in a 75km radius of BHPA, although exemptions are available for special 
products.  Buyers bid on available product and come from neighbouring areas.  The produce is re-sold at 
various farm-gate, farmers’ markets and small grocers or used by restaurants, caterers or others.  It 
began in 2011 and has grown in capacity year over year.  The BHPA community is currently considering 
developing a cannery for the high quality produce to make use of overage and extend the marketing 



season. The community also purchases packaging and inputs collectively. There is no storage for 
perishable products. 

The Huron County Food Bank Distribution Centre was initiated in 2009.  Its mandate is to create a steady 
flow of much needed food from local businesses and farmers to the area food banks. The food banks, 
knowing the pulse of their immediate area, are distributing the food to individuals and families in need. 
Working with donated products and infrastructure the Food Bank Distribution Centre has distributed 
over two million pounds of food since its inception.  The warehouse is part of a commercial trucking 
operation and has both shelf stable and refrigerated storage.  The Distribution Centre owns a 
refrigerated straight truck.  Working with the Food Bank Distribution Centre, a food hub could also 
benefit from having a destination for good quality but un-saleable product.  

Potential Food Hub Space 
Many configurations of food hubs exist as evident in the literary review.  Some are virtual, allowing 
buyer and seller to arrange delivery themselves.  Others incorporate distribution and storage but in a 
just-in-time configuration that uses refrigerated trucks to both store and deliver product.  Others are 
more extensive, handling/storing product to a greater degree, while others incorporate value-adding by 
freezing, canning or drying a portion of the food received.   

Within Huron County there are existing commercial/industrial spaces that could be adapted to the 
needs of a food hub whatever those needs may be. Siting a food hub to best serve both its producer 
customers as well as its end user customers may be a challenge.  The County is large and travel across it 
can be costly. There are food hubs in similar geographic areas that have met the challenge by creating or 
observing a natural progression to a series of sub-hubs which aggregate product in order to transport it 
to a centrally located food hub.  These sub-hubs can be on farms or businesses with the necessary 
infrastructure or be established for that specific purpose.  Some food hubs studied piloted their 
initiatives or developed plans that allowed them to grow or adapt into available space, changing over 
time. There are many places that might be a site for a Huron County Food Hub, a more detailed business 
plan will determine the criteria for a site and make recommendations as to actual physical locations. 

Natural Assets 
Natural Assets include land, water, air quality, biodiversity and more.  When considering the feasibility 
of a food hub productive land and adequate climate are important.  Access to water is necessary for 
various purposes including natural growing conditions, irrigation and water for industrial uses such as 
further processing.  

Huron County has a great deal of arable land – most of it of the highest quality and able to produce a 
wide variety of crops.  As the soil map illustrates most of the land is class 1-3 and should be protected 
due to its productive potential. Huron County’s Official Plan limits development on prime agricultural 
land and recognizes the importance of agriculture to the community. Limited information is available as 
to actual soil quality and any degradation and/or adaption due to agricultural practices.  Existing soil 
maps were created in 1952.  The Huron County Soil and Crop Association is a farmer group that 



champions soil conservation best practices, sponsors training and learning tours and conducts some 
research as part of their mandate.  

 Huron County’s proximity to Lake Huron ensures that there is ample water for growing and regular 
weather patterns to cause rainfall and snow thus maintaining the regional water table.  Research by 
Environment Canada and the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency has confirmed the trends evident in 
climate change.  Overall, the trends indicate that total annual precipitation is increasing, especially in 
fall, spring and winter.  Intense or extreme precipitation events particularly in the summer are becoming 
more frequent.  Preparation for these conditions include increasing soil organic matter and condition to 
allow it to absorb access moisture, vegetative buffers on all waterways and careful planning to allow for 
adequate soil cover and drainage.  

Lake Huron also affects temperatures in the County.  There is a strip of land approximately five to seven 
miles inland (Huron Ridge) and 40 miles in length that experiences a micro-climate which has historically 
allowed for the production of peaches and is now being considered for viniferous grape production.  
Challenges remain however because of possibility of low winter temperatures.  Average growing degree 
days in the County is 150-170 days allowing for a full and diverse range of fruits and vegetables.  Season 
extension is limited, although a number of commercial scaled greenhouse operations have successfully 
produced tomatoes, peppers and more for the Ontario and international markets. Season extension will 
be a factor in the sustainability of a Huron County Food Hub.   

Data Gaps and Limitations  
Mapping a region’s assets often helps community members and leaders, as well as policymakers 
visualize the availability of assets and the potential those assets provide when they are connected and 
mobilized. While asset mapping is a powerful tool, its resource and demands are often extensive and 
supporting data may not be readily available. The author collected data pertaining to regional assets 
from a wide variety of sources; however several underlying data gaps and resulting limitations of this 
asset mapping study should be noted.  In particular – there is limited data about volumes of product 
that is sold directly to the consumer from farmers and food processors in Huron County, in other 
jurisdictions and in the Province of Ontario.  Some Farmers’ Markets in the County record sales volumes 
and some producers do the same although the information is not readily shared.  Statistics Canada does 
not categorize direct market and diverse production in its horticultural survey and the percentage of 
livestock sales for regional use is also not clear.  Local product is defined as produced in the County 
and/or from a 100km radius beyond. The definition also refers to the method of marketing as direct 
from farmer/food producer to consumer.  A Food Hub exists for two reasons: first to provide a market 
for local farmers and food producers and secondly to allow local consumers and businesses to access 
local product.  To provide an appropriate mix of product the local designation may need to include some 
Ontario or Canadian product beyond what can be produced in Huron.  

Conclusion 
Huron County is rich in assets and its leadership and residents are long-time advocates for supporting 
and increasing local food production.  Rich soil, generous precipitation and sufficient growing degree 
days for production mean many types of products can be grown here.  A significant micro-climate on the 



lakeshore is fostering a fledgling wine industry.  An increase in season extension methods and 
infrastructure will benefit the sustainability of a food hub by providing year-round product. Threats of 
extreme weather will need to be mitigated by careful cultivation and conservation practices.   

The physical assets in the County will support various configurations of a food hub as both 
transportation and under-utilized development spaces are available.  There is potential to partner with 
existing food hubs fully or for a portion of food hub activity.  The ideal location for a food hub will 
require some study.  Other businesses exist that are potential buyers and sellers of Food Hub products 
or as in existing transport or distribution companies will complement food hub activities.  A Huron 
County Food Hub will actually be a physical and economic asset for many small and medium scale 
companies in the County acting as bridge to wholesale marketing and local food access.  

The Huron County food system initially through Huron Perth Farm to Table, the County of Huron and 
more recently the Huron Food Action Network has been able to take advantage of the full spectrum of 
support for local food, agricultural and small business funding that exists in Ontario.  A great deal of 
capacity has been achieved as a result. As next steps are considered to develop a Food Hub for Huron, 
the following funds/funders may be amenable to finance food hub development and operations 
including: 

• Trillium  
• Growing Forward 2 and successor in 2017 
• Farm Credit Corporation Community and Spirit Fund 
• OMAFRA Rural Economic Development Fund (RED) 
• Greenbelt Foundation  
• Other   

Once a clear strategy is in place, farmers and other businesses will be interested in investing as their 
contribution will be relatively small when maximized with other similar contributions whereas the 
benefits to their business will be considerable as they co-operatively build the marketplace.  Other local 
funders, such as the County or Municipal councils often participate in community initiatives especially 
those which will benefit the broader economy.  

Huron County like other rural communities has a great community spirit, one which has resulted in 
many citizen and agriculture production based groups.  The effect of the isolation and challenges specific 
to rural and farm life means that Huron County residents realize the power and potential they have as 
they work together.  In Huron, we have three major facilitators of passion, expertise and action to 
improve and vitalize the food system including the Huron Food Action Network, Huron Tourism 
Association and the Huron Manufacturing Association’s Food Processors Group. In addition, the policy 
context is very favourable to local food production as it is mentioned in recently developed policy 
guidelines including Sustainable Huron, the Huron County Official Plan and the Huron County Economic 
Development Plan consultation process (fall 2015). As evidenced by the vibrant Farmers’ Markets in the 
County – there is considerable interest in a robust local food sector from both innovative hard working 
producers and supportive consumers and local businesses. 



A food hub in Huron County will be considered an asset to the County, its residents and its farm and 
food businesses.  It will act as the link to many marketing relationships and result in increased economic 
activity, increased production capacity and a regionally rich food culture.  
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North American Food Sector, Part 2; Urban Sustainability Directors Network; 2013 
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A previous survey indicated that farmers would not travel any more than 20kms to use a certified 
kitchen to value-add their product. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

Best Practices Research – Huron County Food Hub Feasibility Project 

Summary and Recommendations 

A review of a number of thorough research papers has provided many recommendations for the 
feasibility stage, establishment and operations of a food hub.  Both US and Canadian resources were 
studied and participation in the ongoing dialogue of the National Good Food Network’s Food Hub 
Collaboration (US google group) has showcased real examples and dialogue about challenges and 
proposed solutions.  A number of food hubs including a number in Canada, US and the UK have been 
included as they have been reviewed or visited.  Note – in the food hub listing are brief notes giving a 
brief outline of the Food Hub scale and/or scope.  Some of these reports/food hubs will receive 
additional and/or more extensive research as the project progresses.  

Feasibility Study  

Huron County should use a similar premise to that which was used in the Perth County Feasibility Study:  

http://www.farmlandinfo.org/sites/default/files/Roadmap%20for%20City%20Food%20Sector%20Innovation%20and%20Investment.pdf
http://www.farmlandinfo.org/sites/default/files/Roadmap%20for%20City%20Food%20Sector%20Innovation%20and%20Investment.pdf
http://nourishingontario.ca/community-food-toolkit/
http://nourishingontario.ca/ontario-food-hub-case-studies-2015/
http://nourishingontario.ca/ontario-food-hub-case-studies-2015/
http://www.fin.gov.on.ca/en/economy/demographics/projections/
http://www.hefdo.com/home-2/text-divider-2/


“to test the hypothesis that there is unmet market demand for local fresh food products in the County 
and that the demand could be met by linking markets with the underutilized production capacity of local 
producers and value-added agri-businesses. The broader assumption has been that creating local 
infrastructure to manage distribution and broker relationships between food producers and large scale 
customers is an effective strategy to bolster the County’s local economy.”  

Also as recommended in the Perth County survey – defining what is meant by a Food Hub will help make 
the survey/interview process more effective as some of their respondents were not entirely sure what 
the concept entailed.  A definition such as the following from the Wallace Centre can give a broad 
introduction to the idea while further investigation can help define important details.  

A Regional Food Hub (RFH) is a business or organization that actively manages the aggregation, 
distribution, and marketing of source-identified food products primarily from local and regional 
producers to strengthen their ability to satisfy wholesale, retail, and institutional demand.  It is a market 
based approach to a more sustainable food system. (Definition from http://www.wallacecenter.org/ ) 

The benefits that can result from the establishment of a RFH include:  

• Jobs: creation/hiring of people to operate the hub and those related to the increase in local 
farm employment 

• Increased relationships between producers and end users (chefs, retailers, food service) 
• Higher quality local products available from local retail and food services 
• Decrease of stress on small farm operators - USDA agricultural survey indicates that the 

incentives for producers to expand and become more efficient are diminished as they spend 
more time off-farm performing entrepreneurial activities such as marketing and participating in 
farmers markets. For this reason, the food hub has an important role to play in helping to keep 
the producer engaged in their primary activity”  

• Enable the local market to reach new potential (i.e. market transformation) 
• Local farms become more sustainable and farmers able to “stay” on the farm 
• Demonstrated leadership and proof to other communities that food hubs can be viable – also 

opportunities to network with other Food Hubs  
• Additional capital circulating and being retained in the local economy  
• Increase in knowledge of and value attributed to sustainable farming practices, season 

extension, branding and more  
• More efficient distribution results in energy savings and reduced greenhouse gas emissions   
• Diversification on the farm (crops, markets, income streams, etc.)  
• Food Hub as an economic driver to communities like grain elevators used to be 

Best Practices  

Mission and Vision: 

 It is important that once established that the RFH does not lose sight of its core mission – it can be 
tempting to be all things to all people. Most Food Hubs reviewed (particularly those operated by the not 

http://www.wallacecenter.org/


for profit) operated under “Good Food Values”:  defined as food products and practices that are healthy 
for the body, green for the planet and fair for producers and workers and affordable for all also referred 
to as a “Values based Value Chain”.  Most also differentiated their products by being “source identified” 
– connecting the stories of the food, producers, production methods or simply location with the 
product.   

It will take a sense of cooperation rather than competition to build local production.  Member/customer 
relations will be a significant focus of effort.  Many RFH invested heavily in producer development in 
order to build their production base to demand levels.  

Organization: 

The organization of the Regional Food Hub is critical and it will reflect the target markets, 
infrastructure/resource, start-up funds, existing relationships and management experiences.  The scale 
and scope of operations will also reflect the stated goals. Leadership of the Food Hub can take various 
forms and the board capacity will be influenced by the breadth of experience and expertise.  Many 
ownership models exist including:  

• Producer Entrepreneur, public sector, wholesale-retail, consumer driven: Sole 
proprietor/partnership/corporation – for profit business with or without an advisory board 

• Coop model – traditional or new generation/consumer, producer or multi-
stakeholder(http://www1.agric.gov.ab.ca/$department/deptdocs.nsf/all/bmi6646 )allow 
producers/shareholders to share in leadership and revenues (for profit/not for profit)  

• Not for profit – management team or policy board  - generally funded until sustainable  

A Food Hub also organizes in the way it handles the ownership of the product as it travels through the 
food hub:  

• Flow thru: rapid flow/low volume/short period of time – hub does not own but provides cold 
storage, delivery, sales/marketing – low risk/cost, less staff and infrastructure – more service 
than profit oriented – fee for service 

• Direct purchase: hub owns inventory – larger volumes, increased handling, able to customize for 
wholesale customers – higher risk and cost – larger volumes means greater economic footprint.  

• Distribution Integration: acts as aggregator distributor to/thru existing channels – FH owns most 
of product – generally does not handle niche/value added products.  

Finally a Food Hub can vary according to its target markets.  The following list the % of existing US Food 
hubs in each of the markets:  

• Farm to Consumer – 39% 
• Farm to Business – 33% - restaurant, retailers and other distributers – target independent retail 

locations and institutions.  
• Hybrid – 28%  *US statistics: 200 hubs surveyed 

http://www1.agric.gov.ab.ca/$department/deptdocs.nsf/all/bmi6646


Financial: 

Typical food hubs are low margin business and most not for profits are supplemented with outside 
funding.  For-profit hubs can after a number of successful years make on average 1-4% profit margins.  
Benchmarking information is available (Wallace Centre – 2013 & 2014); comparing results across the 
sector sets standards for analysis and decision making. 

 In one Food Hub example, producers were paid for contracted product early in the season, in advance 
and this allowed them to use the funds for seasonal planting costs etc.  The funds were paid back for 
sales mid-season. 

 Labour is a considerable cost and it is found to be more efficient to use capable, well trained workers as 
they out produced less skilled, less expensive workers.  If volunteers assist, their labour should also 
receive a financial measure – making sure the full cost is realized.  Amount of sales per FTE (full time 
equivalent) is a good measure of employment efficiency.   

Operational: Facilities:  

At minimum food hubs generally have storage including dry storage, refrigeration and freezer capacity.  
Other aspects could include sorting, washing, repackaging and processing functions.  It is important to 
match the infrastructure to core operations.  The facilities can be owned, rented or shared with another 
enterprise.  Consideration of anticipated growth and long-term goals should also be taken into account 
when sizing the infrastructure.  Unused capacity could be used to co-store goods for suppliers’ other 
customers.  The Colorado Cooperative operates a mobile food hub by having refrigerated trailers in 
various locations and a refrigerated truck acting as both sorting station and delivery vehicle.  This allows 
them to adapt to a large area and minimize stock on hand.  

A survey to Huron County Producers in 2010 indicated that producers preferred to travel minimal 
distance to processing or aggregation points.  A Food Hub model that includes a spoke or “sub-hub” 
might be appropriate.  

Operational: Distribution: 

Various approaches to receiving and delivering product were outlined.  RFH owned, leased or contracted 
their transportation requirements. Multiple aggregation sites mean shorter trips and less distance to 
farmer suppliers. Sharing warehousing and delivery with established grocery/food distribution cut costs 
and increased efficiencies.  Interestingly the average sourcing distance RFH in the US is 385 miles – 
efforts were made to back haul/deliver on all trips to help viability.  Some shelf stable product did not 
enter the food hub but was re-directed immediately after pickup.  

75% of food hubs owned the product that they transported while the rest applied a brokerage fee to 
both the customer and supplier.  Food Hubs use software to provide logistics to their 
order/supply/delivery systems – many of the programs are the same as is used in the conventional food 
distribution channels. Some RFH have drop/ship agreements with smaller producers who use RFH 
logistics to service their own customers on a fee for service basis.  



Operational: Products: 

Most RFH plan with their suppliers for the product needed.  The consistency and guaranteed pricing is 
important to meet the expectations of wholesale customers.  Diverse offering will also appeal to buyers. 
Constant communication with suppliers/buyers enables the supply to be known.  

Products not often considered for RFH include Fish products, grain products and in order to meet sales 
volumes niche national brands (beyond local).  Partnering with other year-round distributors and 
offering lines of preserved or frozen products will help year-round operation and sales.  

Some RFH do limited source identified light processing for the institutional markets.  Only 1% of RFH in 
the US do any processing although 4% of RFH sales are value-added farm product (US) much of which is 
processed on individual farms.  Processing of any kind – even cut and wash – increases the risks. Many 
RFH facilitate GAP (Good Agricultural Practices Standard), and other buyer requested programing. They 
also incorporate traceability systems and may conduct farm/supplier inspections.  RFH also facilitate 
shared costs of packaging, certification, and insurance with member producers.  

Food Hubs will do some packaging or provide packaging to participating suppliers. They can 
accommodate specialty packaging and standards supplied to producers by the buyer.  Packaging will tell 
the “story” and/or identify the geographic source/brand.  RFH can also act as recycling centres.   

31% of US RFH incorporates incubator farms in their infrastructure while 23% grow some of their own 
product.  

 

Branding and Marketing  

Product quality, food safety and traceability are all qualities that must be represented in the product 
profile as that is provided in all food that is offered at a wholesale level.  Additional care and measures 
that incorporate the relational aspect of local food will help differentiate from conventional fare.  
Differentiation strategies include identity preservation, group branding, specialty product attributes 
(heritage, etc.) , custom packs (smaller case sizes and mixes) and strong responsive customer service. 
Knowing the trends in the food industry will give other areas to highlight.  

Consumers value freshness and health attributes and food that advances social and environmental 
values.  Consumers also are committed to supporting the local economy, community businesses and 
entrepreneurs.  Educational newsletters that accompany the product selection, in-store signage 
(provided) and events all assist retail outlets to tell the story of the product.  These measures in addition 
to cooking demonstrations, recipes and nutrition information add value for the retailer.   

Identified Challenges 

Staffing was expressed as a concern; that it was critical to have the experience of well -rounded 
employees – able to handle logistics, technology and relationships.  Rutgers (US University) took 8 years 



to develop a food innovation centre (processing/incubator) and employed a development consultant, 
food industry networker, business development networker and more during that time period.   

Access to start-up capital, high initial investment, short growing season and the regulatory regime were 
some of the challenges identified in Ontario studies.  Additionally the fluctuation of costs such as fuel, 
labour, etc., the challenge of building supply and demand as well as guaranteeing fair prices was 
included.  Finally it resonated in a number of sources that food wholesaling is a low margin business and 
that most not-for-profits operate at break-even or at times a loss (shortfall supported by external 
funding).  

Next Steps 

The literary review highlighted some of the areas that Food Hubs varied and emphasised some of the 
important considerations to factor into a planning process. This information and sample questionnaires 
will help develop the necessary dialogue to be part of the market analysis and asset mapping process.  
Any stakeholder engagement will identify what/why a food hub is being considered and begin to build 
the brand by highlighting the potential of featuring the Good Food Values of social, economic and 
environmental viability.  

Links to researched Food Hubs  

o Red Tomato – US Eastern Seaboard – de-centralized supply chain (using producers with 
facilities to aggregate product) - http://www.redtomato.org/  

o La Montanita Cooperative Distribution Centre – New Mexico – distribution arm of 
regional grocery chain – state wide delivery based on milk distribution - 
http://lamontanita.coop/  

o Good Natured Farms – Kansas, US – shared warehousing  (grocery chain) – workplace 
CSA (Wellness committee)– for profit  - http://www.goodnaturedfamilyfarms.com/  

o Mission Mountain Food Enterprise Center – Montana -  providing client services to value 
added agriculture and specialty food businesses through the management and 
operation of a viable community-based food processing center 
http://www.lakecountycdc.org/MMFEC%20Landing  

o Ontario Agri-Food Venture Centre, North Humberland County – processing, packaging, 
cold/freezer storage - http://oafvc.ca/ 

o Rutger Food Innovation Centre – full service food incubator providing core food 
processing, business development, market testing, networking services, regulatory 
assistance, quality control, food safety assistance – part of University - 
http://foodinnovation.rutgers.edu/  

o SCOR Food Hub – Elgin County – virtual food hub – hub delivery points – institutional or 
food service buyers. https://www.scorfoodhub.com/Default.aspx  

o Really Local Harvest – New Brunswick – Farmer Cooperative operating farmers’ market, 
school lunch program and aggregation/distribution hub – operated by farmer contractor 
- http://recoltedecheznous.com/en/page/about_us/ 

http://www.redtomato.org/
http://lamontanita.coop/
http://www.goodnaturedfamilyfarms.com/
http://www.lakecountycdc.org/MMFEC%20Landing
http://oafvc.ca/
http://foodinnovation.rutgers.edu/
https://www.scorfoodhub.com/Default.aspx
http://recoltedecheznous.com/en/page/about_us/


o Pan Cape Breton Food Hub – local food community - http://cblocalfood.ca/  
o Riverford Organic Farms – UK – vegetable/meat boxes – delivered – privately owned 

with contracts with other organic growers - http://www.riverford.co.uk/  
o Niagara Presents: social enterprise – commercial kitchen – jams/jellies/preserves - 

http://www.niagarapresents.net/site/home  

Research:  

o Food Hubs: Solving Local – small-farm aggregators scale up with larger buyers – March 
2014 - http://ngfn.org/resources/ngfn-database/knowledge/Food%20Hubs%20-
%20Solving%20Local.pdf  

o Counting Values – Food Hub Financial Benchmarking Study – 2014 - 
http://ngfn.org/resources/ngfn-
database/knowledge/Food%20Hub%20Benchmarking%20Study.pdf  

o Intervale Food Hub Manual for Farmers, Processors and Vendors – 2012 
http://www.ngfn.org/resources/ngfn-
database/knowledge/Final%20IFH%20Producer%20Manual.pdf  

o Innovations in Local Food Enterprise – Fresh Ideas for a Just and Profitable Food System 
– 2013 http://community-wealth.org/sites/clone.community-
wealth.org/files/downloads/report-muldoon-et-al.pdf 

o Running a Food Hub – lessons learned from the field – 2014 
http://www.rd.usda.gov/files/SR_77_Running_A_Food_Hub_Vol_1.pdf  

o Simcoe County Regional Food Distribution Hub – June 2014 - 
http://edo.simcoe.ca/Shared%20Documents/FINAL%20Food%20Distribution%20Hub%2
0Report,%20June%203,%202014.pdf  

o Community Economic Development Impacts of the Rutgers Food Innovation Centre May 
2012 - http://www.ngfn.org/resources/ngfn-
database/knowledge/FIC_Final%20Report_high%20quality.pdf  

o From Land to Plate: the dilemmas and victories of alternative food distribution in 
Ontario – 2010 – OCTA/Sustain - http://sustainontario.com/wp2011/wp-
content//uploads/2010/11/FINAL-From-Land-to-Plate-12.pdf 

o Perth County Food Hub Feasibility Study – 2013 - 
http://www.perthcounty.ca/fileBin/library/ecDev/documents/Food-Hub-Study-
2013.pdf \ 

o Accessing the Market: Development of an Optimal Food Distribution Model for the 
South Central Ontario Region – Final Report - 
http://erieinnovation.com/downloads/SCOR%20Accessing%20the%20Market%20FINAL
%20Report-%20TO%20BE%20PRINTED.pdf 

o Food Hub Business Assessment Toolkit – Vermont – 2014 - **note work sheets  also 
http://www.wholesomewave.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/08/HFCI-Food-Hub-
Business-Assessment-Toolkit.pdf  

Post Best Practices Report 

http://cblocalfood.ca/
http://www.riverford.co.uk/
http://www.niagarapresents.net/site/home
http://ngfn.org/resources/ngfn-database/knowledge/Food%20Hubs%20-%20Solving%20Local.pdf
http://ngfn.org/resources/ngfn-database/knowledge/Food%20Hubs%20-%20Solving%20Local.pdf
http://ngfn.org/resources/ngfn-database/knowledge/Food%20Hub%20Benchmarking%20Study.pdf
http://ngfn.org/resources/ngfn-database/knowledge/Food%20Hub%20Benchmarking%20Study.pdf
http://www.ngfn.org/resources/ngfn-database/knowledge/Final%20IFH%20Producer%20Manual.pdf
http://www.ngfn.org/resources/ngfn-database/knowledge/Final%20IFH%20Producer%20Manual.pdf
http://community-wealth.org/sites/clone.community-wealth.org/files/downloads/report-muldoon-et-al.pdf
http://community-wealth.org/sites/clone.community-wealth.org/files/downloads/report-muldoon-et-al.pdf
http://www.rd.usda.gov/files/SR_77_Running_A_Food_Hub_Vol_1.pdf
http://edo.simcoe.ca/Shared%20Documents/FINAL%20Food%20Distribution%20Hub%20Report,%20June%203,%202014.pdf
http://edo.simcoe.ca/Shared%20Documents/FINAL%20Food%20Distribution%20Hub%20Report,%20June%203,%202014.pdf
http://www.ngfn.org/resources/ngfn-database/knowledge/FIC_Final%20Report_high%20quality.pdf
http://www.ngfn.org/resources/ngfn-database/knowledge/FIC_Final%20Report_high%20quality.pdf
http://sustainontario.com/wp2011/wp-content/uploads/2010/11/FINAL-From-Land-to-Plate-12.pdf
http://sustainontario.com/wp2011/wp-content/uploads/2010/11/FINAL-From-Land-to-Plate-12.pdf
http://www.perthcounty.ca/fileBin/library/ecDev/documents/Food-Hub-Study-2013.pdf%20/
http://www.perthcounty.ca/fileBin/library/ecDev/documents/Food-Hub-Study-2013.pdf%20/
http://erieinnovation.com/downloads/SCOR%20Accessing%20the%20Market%20FINAL%20Report-%20TO%20BE%20PRINTED.pdf
http://erieinnovation.com/downloads/SCOR%20Accessing%20the%20Market%20FINAL%20Report-%20TO%20BE%20PRINTED.pdf
http://www.wholesomewave.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/08/HFCI-Food-Hub-Business-Assessment-Toolkit.pdf
http://www.wholesomewave.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/08/HFCI-Food-Hub-Business-Assessment-Toolkit.pdf


o Cooperative Feasibility Study – USDA – 2010 - http://ngfn.org/resources/ngfn-
database/knowledge/COOP%20FEASIBILITY%20GUIDE_SR58.pdf  

o Food Hub Business Operations Guide – USDA – July 2015 - 
http://www.rd.usda.gov/files/SR_77_Running_A_Food_Hub_Vol_2.pdf  

o Good Things grow in Ontario, Foodland Ontario - 
http://www.omafra.gov.on.ca/english/food/industry/goodthingsgrow.htm  

o Huron County Annual Tourism Report - 
http://www.ontarioswestcoast.ca/beta/about/tourism-annual-report/  

o Huron County Ag. Business Builder Phase 1 & 2 – 2015, William McClounie, Agrifood 
Capital Corp.  

o Huron County Community Kitchen Survey, Huron Perth Farm to Table Opportunities 
project 2010  

o Dollars and Sense: Opportunities to Strengthen Southern Ontario’s Food System, 2015, 
https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/greenbelt/pages/1231/attachments/original/1
422904616/2015-02-04_Dollars_Sense_report_final.pdf?1422904616 

o Nourishing Communities: Sustainable Food Systems Research Group – Ontario Food Hub 
Case Studies - http://nourishingontario.ca/ontario-food-hub-case-studies-2015/  

o Huron County Community Sustainability Plan - 
http://www.huroncounty.ca/sustainablehuron/sustainablecommunity.php  

o  
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