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ADDRESSING MINNESOTA FOOD SYSTEM CHALLENGES:
SUPPLY, NEED & WASTE IN REGION FIVE
Insights from a four-week community-led design process

A COLLABORATIVE EFFORT

In response to widelyreported disruptions in food
supply chains driven by
COVID-19, the team asked:

How could Sprout play a
greater role in helping align
current food supply/surplus
from local producers to
current demand for fresh
food at rural food shelves?

DESIGN PROCESS
PARTNERS

OUTCOMES

PROCESS

Envision and engineer a
more resilient local food
system by:

1:1 Producer Conversations

Check-ins

7 Community
Co-Designers,
multiple
perspectives:

Final feedback

Building Human
Centered Design
Competency

- Local food producers
and growers
- Rural food shelves and
feeding programs
- Leech Lake Band of
Ojibwe
- Community care for
children and seniors

Design Studio #1

July 16, 2020

Engage as CoDesigners, kick off
process

Sprint #1
Co-Designers lead
conversations within
their networks

Design Studio #2

Sprint #2

Reconvene, share
insights, make
connections

Co-Designers
prioritize
challenges and
explore ideas

July 23, 2020

1:1 Food Shelf & Feeding Program Conversations + Regional Data

Prioritizing
the challenges

Creating guiding
principles for
solutions

PARTICIPANT MAP

LLBO TRIBAL

2ND HARVEST
NORTH CENTRAL
FOOD SHELF

DEVELOPMENT

Food Relief

LONGVILLE
AREA FOOD
SHELF

CASS

FOOD PRODUCERS
Involved in
hunger relief
Not currently
involved in
hunger relief

BOYS &
GIRLS CLUB
LEECH LAKE

Vegetables
Fruit
Meat

CLAY

Grain

FOOD SHELVES & FEEDING PROGRAMS
Local producer
relationships

DOUBTING
THOMAS
FARMS

WADENA

OTHER STAKEHOLDERS
Connections to hunger relief

BARRY’S
CHERRIES

No current connection to hunger relief

RESOURCES

Kitchen

TWIN EAGLE
DAIRY

Note: Organizations are located near appropriate county but are not precisely positioned on map.

TODD
COUNTY
Senior
Services

LONG
PRAIRIE
FOOD
PANTRY
TODD

SPROUT MN
Food Hub

MORRISON

CROW WING
COUNTY
SHIP
CROW WING

CENTRAL
LAKES COLLEGE
FOOD PANTRY

THE FARM
ON ST.
MATHIAS

HILLTOP
REGIONAL
KITCHEN

Note: This is a sample resource list; a deeper dive is
merited to understand the collective “assets” within the
region, Including intangibles like relationships.

Restaurant

ISD 181 BRAINERD
Food
Service/
Buyer

HERITAGE
ACRES
FARM

ITASCA

THE WOODS

BRAKSTAD
NATURAL
FARMS

DOUBLE T
ACRES

No local producer
relationships currently

Cold storage

HAPPY
DANCING
TURTLE
Educator

FATHERS
HEART &
HANDS

CAYUNA
RANGE
FOOD
SHELF

AITKIN

JACOBSEN
FOOD
SHELF

SHARING BREAD
SOUP KITCHEN

ISLAND
LAKE FARM
LITTLE FALLS
FARMERS
MARKET

Through the community-led
design process, we prioritized
four key food system
challenges in the region:

1.

Collaboration

2.

Accessibility

3.

Shared infrastructure

4.

Policy

Collaboratio
n
1. COLLABORATION
•

Excellent work happening in silos

•

Disparities between more- and less-connected
efforts

•

Lack of capacity (energy and hours, awareness of
regional resources and relationships, technology
access) for collaboration

How could we make it easier to
organize and work
collaboratively?
How could we facilitate
collaboration that is ongoing
and adaptive?
Within smaller communities,
how could the work involved
to collaborate rest elsewhere
but still directly benefit the
most local efforts?

2. ACCESSIBILITY
•

Complicated and challenging for people to figure out where to go,
when, and for which food and household items – “a full-time job”

•

Often limited hours of volunteer-run rural food shelves prevent
the working poor from accessing

•

Minimal capacity (time and technology), especially in volunteer-run
food shelves, to help clients with broader resource identification

•

Transportation or delivery service not available

•

Food that is “too much of one thing,” not culturally or dietarily
aligned, hard to store, and/or difficult to prepare

What would it look like to truly
meet people where they are?

3. SHARED INFRASTRUCTURE
•

Need for more processing and distribution infrastructure
suitable for smaller producers both a general need and a
barrier to local producers participating in local hunger relief
efforts

•

Butchering service backlogs

•

Limited access to cold storage and refrigerated transport

•

Non-viability of smaller grocery stores

What could “micro” or
cooperative solutions look
like?
How could we tap into existing
organizations and networks as
alternative distribution
infrastructure to expand the
reach of hunger relief efforts?

4. POLICY
•

Barriers to faith communities and other “nontraditional”/unofficial efforts scaling their hunger relief and
feeding programs

•

Rules driving waste of prepared food from restaurants and
camps

•

Grant eligibility and other funding barriers, including the
knowledge required to be aware of and navigate the grant
application process

Recognizing that systems aren’t
going to change until we have
policies in place to support
those changes, how could we
collectively pursue policy
remove barriers and facilitate
innovation at the local level?

1.

Collaboration

2.

Accessibility

The Co-Designers also
developed ideas for solutions to
these challenges.

COLLABORATION SOLUTIONS

Overarching
Organization

Local Salvage +
Storage

Leech Lake
Cooperation

Proxy
Program

“If someone was able to
organize the work, we could
reach into sectors our food
shelves haven’t been able to
reach, like direct supply from
local growers.”

Project to incorporate
local foods, salvage
programs from farmers
markets, into Hilltop
Kitchen, with Sprout
providing storage.

Increased collaboration between
regional organizations working
within and around the Leech Lake
Reservation to provide hunger
relief services to ensure efforts are
supported, accessible, and not
redundant.

Create proxy
program for some
food distribution,
e.g., Rainbow Rider
(handicap accessible
buses; volunteer
drivers)

ACCESSIBILITY SOLUTIONS

Expanded
Donation Times

Boys & Girls Club
Food Shelf

Churches as Food
Shelves

Community Ed.
Classes

Increase donation
times to accommodate
church services or
farmers market
donations (would
require more
volunteers)

Build a food shelf on-site at
the Cass Lake Boys & Girls
Club (initially utilize current
refrigeration/storage of
community center, aim to
secure dedicated space and
storage for food shelf) that
families can access when
dropping off/picking up
children.

Churches equipped to become
soup kitchens/food shelves in their
community; typically have some
existing kitchen facilities, aligned
missions, and close connections in
the community; could undergo
food safety and sanitation training;
consider some centralized
organizing to support and align
church efforts.

Community Ed holding food
preservation classes on canning,
use of pressure cooker,
dehydration procedure.
Community Ed already exists,
don't need to reinvent the
wheel, only need more
volunteers to teach.

Sprout used the design process to
think imaginatively and
operationally about how to
leverage their resources to
connect and amplify efforts in
the region.

Sprout is well-positioned to apply its
resources to some of the challenges
identified in the design process
“When we develop the system as a whole, we can
support farmers more substantially”

SPROUT’S POTENTIAL NEXT STEPS

Expand on what Sprout is already doing, including
accessible CSAs, delivery to homebound community
members, food preparation education, Mobile Market
Extend Sprout’s producer and other stakeholder
relationships toward higher levels of collaboration with
hunger relief programs
Test new uses of Sprout’s commercial kitchen space
and cold storage

The Co-Designers also
developed a set of “guiding
principles” - the criteria for
successful idea development
and testing.

1.

Collaboration & Synergy

2.

Asset-oriented

3.

Equitable & Inclusive

4.

Trust

5.

Action-oriented

GUIDING PRINCIPLES

Collaboration & synergy: Organizations are doing good work but lack coordination, which results in redundancy and
competition. Efforts must leverage existing relationships and organizations to ensure a collective approach.
Asset-oriented: Resources are scarce, especially during COVID-19, which requires efforts that are efficient - making
use of existing relationships and assets in creative ways rather than creating new, redundant programs.
Equitable and Inclusive: We must continually ask “Who is at the table, and who is missing?” to ensure that all actions
are inclusive - leaning on those most impacted by the challenges of food production and distribution to ensure that
actions are not just community-informed but community-led and owned.
Trust: Collaboration and day-to-day operations are impossible without positive regard between individuals and
organizations. Building trust requires transparency about purpose, goals, progress, and even failures. All efforts
should invest in the long-term work of creating a culture of trust.
Action-oriented: A “one size fits all” approach won’t work across diverse, dynamic communities. Efforts must be
nimble, focus on starting, and be flexible to changing conditions or learnings that emerge. Ensure investments
support people and process, not one specific solution given that outcomes may not resemble initial assumptions.

•

The team is continuing conversations with
Leech Lake Band of Ojibwe leaders working on

So what will we do as a result

hunger relief and food sovereignty, with

of this design process? Here’s

potential to play a supporting role connecting

a look at what’s next…

relationships and resources.
•

Sprout is prioritizing new ways to utilize its
commercial kitchen and cold storage and is
actively partnering with Boys & Girls Club of
Leech Lake to navigate and secure funding
resources.

•

GMCC/Minnesota FoodShare is sharing this
work – these challenges and ideas you’ve
identified - with multiple funders to advance a
next phase of work.

Thank you.

Minnesota FoodShare and Sprout are deeply grateful to the 7
Co-Designers who participated with great energy, openness,
and commitment, and on a very short timeframe!

Thank you.

Minnesota FoodShare and Sprout are also grateful to
Initiative Foundation for funding this initial project.
We continue to feel great urgency to anticipate and act to address
significant emerging short-term needs driven by COVID-19 impacts,
growing economic hardships, and the seasonality of local food supply,
while continuing to collaborate with a growing statewide coalition to
operationalize and sustain resilient local food systems across Minnesota.

