Op-ed ran Jan. 8th in the Burlington Free Press

I applaud your editorial regarding the value of buying more food produced in-state (Support local farmers, 12/23/04). However, there is much more we can do to advance this goal than simply urging consumers to change their purchasing practices. In addition, the potential benefits are significantly greater than you suggested.

For example, according to the Census Bureau, we imported $1.8 billion in "food & kindred products" in 1997. Thus, substituting 10% would be $180 million rather than $100 million as you stated.

Second, because of the multiplier effect, this substitution would result in $376 million in new economic output, including $69 million in personal earnings from 3,616 new jobs. Furthermore, the new income would produce $2 - $3 million in new state tax revenues (some of which could be used to support Vermont farmers & processors).

In light of these enormous advantages, why limit ourselves to ad campaigns? Why not make it state policy to buy local products for public and publicly funded institutions? What better way to support Vermont agriculture than for the cafeterias at the Statehouse and the Waterbury complex to buy and serve Vermont food products? And what about prisons, UVM, the State Colleges, Fletcher Allen Health Care, public schools, and so on. 

For those who say "sure but summer produce doesn't help us in the winter", we have at least two choices: 1) Vermont produce can be processed and sold canned or frozen (along with year round meats, milk, cheeses, and other traditional Vermont products); and 2) if the financial analysis warrants, we can grow vegetables year round in greenhouses using "waste heat" from power plants and other industrial facilities. 

We know this can work on a small scale because the Farmer's Diner in Barre buys 60% - 70% of its food from local suppliers. The networks exist and could be expanded with good planning and state support.

And for those who say "we can't afford to waste taxpayer money on more expensive local goods", I say look at the big picture. I recently analyzed state purchasing practices and found that we can pay a little more for in-state goods because the net cost is lower in some cases because of the additional revenues earned from keeping the money at home.

These principles can be applied in other areas as well.  Middlebury College buys local milk, as well as furniture from the employee-owned company that re-opened the shuttered Ethan Allen factory. Burlington Electric spends millions for wood fuel from the Northeast Kingdom. The Intervale Foundation helps farmers produce 500,000 pounds of food for the Burlington area. The State Treasurer is actively seeking ways to repatriate a small portion of public retirement funds. 

In addition to the ancillary benefits you cited in the editorial (fresher food, land protection, etc.), there is the matter of reduced dependence on outside forces. The global economy has much to offer but it is not always in our best interests to simply chase the tail of this beast hoping for crumbs. 

"Vermont is powerless to shape the global economy, and that's exactly the point. What we can do is think clearly about how it affects us, what choices we have, and what opportunities exist for independent action. Import replacement is not - and can never be - a panacea but it may be a useful tool for increasing our self-reliance and achieving a greater measure of control over our future."

I wrote that over four years ago in a report entitled The Leaky Bucket. Unfortunately, state economic development officials don't yet see the light. I plan to update The Leaky Bucket soon and we'll try again to persuade policy makers and bureaucrats that there really are alternatives to business as usual.

Doug Hoffer
