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Finding Food in Northwest Ohio 
 

Executive Summary 
 
Northwest Ohio can take significant steps to strengthen its local economy by expanding on 
persistent citizen efforts to build a resilient local food system. 
 
The region has much to gain by doing so: our analysis of the region’s farm and food 
economy shows that $3.6 billion leaks out of Northwest Ohio each year as residents farm 
and eat, since farmers farm at narrow margins to produce commodities for export, while 
consumers eat food imported from far away.  Losses promise to be even larger this year, 
when severe drought has decimated corn yields, and placed great stress even on livestock 
producers who rely on grass forage. 
 
Even more troublesome, Northwest Ohio’s food economy is deeply dependent on relatively 
low-cost fossil fuels, currently required to ship foods long distances.  As oil prices rise, this 
transport will become more expensive.  The region will be forced to produce more of its 
own food. 
 
Happily, localizing the food economy will be the most effective way to turn the $3.6 billion 
leakage into economic opportunity.  Already, Toledoans are taking the first steps required to 
create this transformation.  A solid core of growers and consumers have formed a vibrant 
farmers’ market, which helps Toledoans build strong connections while trading in locally 
produced food.  
 
Growers have begun to experiment by tilling new vegetable farms and testing innovative 
greenhouse technology that has been developed in Belgium and Holland.  Pioneering urban 
farmers have set up operation close to downtown, using a combination of plastic growing 
frames and fish tanks to extend the growing season.  Cattle growers have formed a 
marketing collaboration.  Civic officials in Toledo have begun to wrestle with the 
possibilities of reclaiming urban brownfields for food production, mindful of the food-
transportation systems that will be required to connect consumers and growers.  New 
technologies for raising blackberries, and quickly freezing harvested fruits have been tested.  
The office of Congresswoman Marcy Kaptur has consistently supported such innovative 
efforts. 
 
Newly launched to help coordinate and deepen this vision, the Northwest Ohio Food 
Council is poised to create a more strategic vision that will encompass the growth of 
effective clusters of food-related businesses, more focused attention to the food needs of 
low-income residents, greater coordination across counties, and more sustained innovation. 
 
This work occurs in a supportive context.  Northeast Ohio has long pursued a strategy of 
coordinating efforts to create competitive business clusters, drawing upon the vision, 
guidance and resources of the George Gund Foundation.  Detroit’s Eastern Market already 
clusters more than 80 food businesses at its site, and aims to create a regional food 
production, processing, wholesaling, retailing, and research center that will create immense 
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new opportunities for Northwest Ohio residents.  Northeast Indiana spawns an energetic 
collection of food-related businesses that have formed around a world-class restaurant and 
inn in Roanoke, just west of Fort Wayne. 
 
Indeed, Northwest Ohio must work diligently to hold its own among these burgeoning 
efforts, or the region will be left behind.  Success in implementing this vision will require a 
combination of public and private investment, bi-partisan political activity, and a savvy 
ability to accomplish short-term business objectives while focusing on long-term 
sustainability. 
 
If consumers dedicated themselves to purchasing food from local farms, they could make a 
substantial difference.  If each Northwest Ohio resident bought $5 of food each week from 
a local farm, this would generate $345 million of new farm income—one third of the total 
cash receipts farmers now earn. 
 
The task ahead is nothing less than to refashion the local economy in Northwest Ohio, using 
food as a central theme to engage the population broadly, unify civic efforts, and create 
economic structures that will prove resilient in the face of changing climate.  These will 
increasingly be fueled by locally produced green energy, and coordinated by increasingly 
sophisticated civic leadership. 
 
This will require taking many overlapping steps at the same time: 
 

1. Invest in building solid relationships of trust among community members.  
Those regions with the strongest sense of social connection are the regions that will 
prove most resilient and comprehensive in their work. 

 
2. Build citizen capacity to coordinate local food activity through the Northwest 

Ohio Food Council.  Since so many complex steps need to be taken 
simultaneously, and since change is occurring so rapidly, effective coordination will 
be critical to making best use of local resources. 

 
3. Compile comprehensive databases covering local health and environmental 

issues, economic conditions, business opportunities, and social conditions. 
Northwest Ohio should maintain effective data resources that inform civic 
discussion, strengthen strategic action, and help monitor success in creating systems 
change. 

 
4. Create a “farm system” that grows new farmers.  Effective efforts are already 

underway to engage inner-city youth in gardening, farming, and business 
management.  If this were done in a systematic manner, as it is done to create new 
baseball players in major league “farm systems,” Northwest Ohio will be able to feed 
itself. 

 
5. The most effective public investments will be those that create efficiencies for 

local food trade.  Building transportation networks that effectively convey locally 
produced food to Northwest Ohio consumers will be critical.  Warehouses, root 
cellars, freezers, cold storage, and distribution facilities will be needed. 
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6. The future of Northwest Ohio will be fueled by green energy.  The more the 

region produces the fuel it needs to power its own economic structures, the greater 
will be its competitive advantage as fossil fuel prices rise. 

 
7. Create regional investment funds.  Private investors are increasingly looking for 

choices to invest in local firms that may offer a lower return, but a greater sense of 
connection and resilience.  Moreover, recycling interest payments so that they return 
to the region to continue to work for the benefit of the region will close one 
substantial financial leakage from Northwest Ohio. 

 
8. Create a culture of food and fitness.  People cannot live healthy lives without 

getting regular exercise, eating well, and creating a culture that treasures healthy 
lifestyles. 

 
By so doing, Northwest Ohio will transform itself into a region that creates health, wealth, 
connection and capacity for its residents. 
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The Emerging Food Sector in Northwest Ohio 
 

This report begins with a few case examples of the groundwork that has already been 
accomplished by Northwest Ohio farm and food leaders.  The work spans decades, and has 
been accomplished against great odds, with limited resources, and thin political support.  
Nevertheless, people have persisted, and have in fact built the very foundation that is 
required to launch a stronger farm and food economy in Northwest Ohio.   
 
While resources do not allow a full account to be written covering all of the activity that has 
created this emergent farm and food sector, here are a few highlights. 
  

 
Building upon a family tradition 
Kurt, Corinna, Jed & Josiah Bench — Shared Legacy Farms (Elmore) 
 

 
Kurt, Corinna, & Jed Bench — Photo © Ken Meter, 2010 

 
By day, Kurt Bench works for ADM, a global grain trading company.  When he comes 
home, he has another full-time career to attend to: building a rapidly expanding farm 
business at Shared Legacy Farms.  Kurt’s family has a history of raising produce for their 
neighbors, and he is moving quickly because he sees an exceptional market opportunity right 
now. 
 


