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Our food system relies on a complex web of rela  onships, regula  ons, and 
infrastructure to get food from fi eld to mouth. The food system includes 
processes as diverse as food produc  on, processing and distribu  on, access and 
consump  on, and waste recovery. Local food system development requires a 
comprehensive approach with both planning and zoning solu  ons.1 

Public interest in local food systems has grown.2 The USDA describes local food as 
“produced, processed, and distributed within a par  cular geographic boundary 
that consumers associate with their own community.” Some defi ne local as within 
100 miles, or from with the boundaries of the state. In addi  on, consumers o  en 
associate local food with characteris  cs such as environmental sustainability.3

The fi rst fact sheet in this series addresses food produc  on. This fact sheet 
addresses infrastructure for food processing and distribu  on, with an emphasis on 
businesses that link to small and midsize producers. 

It is well documented that lack of infrastructure for processing and distribu  on 
is a barrier to the development of the local food system.4 Local food producers 
need processing and distribu  on infrastructure that is regionally accessible 
and appropriately scaled to their needs. A recent report found that ‘rela  onal 
infrastructure’, or rela  onships between supply chain partners, is also key to 
distribu  on.5 Developing, or iden  fying already exis  ng, appropriate infrastructure 
can help farms and other local food businesses access new markets. 

ProcessingProcessing
Prior to distribu  on, some local food farms and businesses engage 
in food processing ac  vi  es. Processing can extend product shelf 
life, provide a wider array of products, and increase the value 
of raw products.7 Examples of processing include peeling and 
chopping carrots, making jam or salsa, quartering chicken or 
making sausage, and drying or freezing products. All meat and 
dairy products require processing. In addi  on, most of Wisconsin’s 
produce is grown for processing.8 Processing can provide a use for 
‘seconds’, or cosme  cally imperfect produce, and thereby increase 
farm profi t and reduce food waste.9, 10 

Helping local 
producers access 

new markets can 
enable them to earn 

a living, preserve 
their agricultural 

traditions, and avoid 
selling their land for 

development.6 
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In Wisconsin, there are 952 food 
processors.11 Of those, 84 are fruit and 
vegetable preserving and specialty food 
manufacturers (including frozen, canned, 
pickled, dried, and dehydrated products), 
and 140 are animal slaughtering and 
processing manufacturers (of which eight 
are poultry processing). Some small-scale 
processing may not be captured in the 
numbers above. For example, the extent of 
on-farm processing is not easily quan  fi ed 
because it is not tracked separately from 
other types of cer  fi ed kitchens. 

Food processors range in size, scope, and 
involvement in the local food system. Many 
large processors, such as Del Monte and 
Tyson Foods, are ver  cally integrated and 
work primarily with large-scale regional 
producers under contract to serve na  onal 
and interna  onal markets. Some processors 
obtain most of their source product from 
regional producers, others ship in product 
from other states and countries.12 Most do 
not have local product lines.

Anecdotal evidence suggests that 
processors with local product lines are o  en 
locally owned and smaller in size.13  Some 
processors and butchers, such as Seaquist 
Canning Company and the Underground 
Butcher, aggregate and process products 
from mul  ple producers. Others process 
products for producers to distribute 
under their own label. This is known as 
contract processing, co-packing or co-
manufacturing.14 

Producers that have trouble accessing 
processing suited to their needs may have 
to invest in their own cer  fi ed kitchens to 
process products15 or explore opportuni  es 
to share processing infrastructure. For 
example, there are approximately 23 shared 
use and incubator kitchens in Wisconsin, 
which are facili  es in which mul  ple users 
can rent space and process their own 
products.16, 17 For areas with insuffi  cient 
meat processing, mobile slaughter units can 
serve mul  ple farms. 

Distribu  on
Local food must be distributed in an effi  cient 
manner. Many local producers sell direct-
to-consumer at farm stands, u-pick farms, 
farmer’s markets, and public markets. In 
addi  on, some producers sell “shares” 
of their annual harvest to members in an 
arrangement called community-supported 
agriculture (CSA). Direct sales require on-
farm infrastructure such as farm stands 
and packing houses, as well as community 
infrastructure such as dedicated farmer’s 
market or public market space.

Accessing intermediated markets 
such as retail outlets, restaurants, and 
ins  tu  ons requires understanding buyers’ 
requirements for delivery, insurance, and 
more.18 Businesses may need to invest in 
appropriate infrastructure. This may include 
warehouses for packing and storage (dry, 
refrigerated, and frozen), loading docks, and 
transporta  on.19,20 Some producers may 
directly sell to these buyers, whereas others 
may fi nd it benefi cial to work through a 
distributor or food hub. Distributors such 
as Reinhardt FoodService and Keewaydin 
Organics sell local products as an inten  onal 
aspect of their business. 

In addi  on, food hubs help 
connect producers with 
markets.21 A food hub is “a 
business or organiza  on 
that ac  vely manages the 
aggrega  on, distribu  on, and 
marke  ng of source-iden  fi ed 
food produc  on primarily from 
local and regional producers 
to strengthen their ability to 
sa  sfy wholesale, retail, and 
ins  tu  onal demand”.22  In 
Wisconsin, there are at least 12 food 
hubs.23 Common ownership types for food 
hubs include privately held businesses, 
coopera  ves and nonprofi ts. Food hubs 
vary in scope, but can include aggrega  on, 
processing, storage, and distribu  on 
components.  

There are 
approximately 

23 shared use 
kitchens

and 
12 food hubs   

in Wisconsin.
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Planning
There are several components of community planning in which local governments can 
consider and promote local food processing and distribu  on.

Build rela  onships among food system 
partners. 

• Provide opportuni  es for partners 
to discuss food system policy on an 
ongoing basis. This may be facilitated 
by a planning department, food policy 
council, or commi  ee.

• Create regular networking 
opportuni  es for supply chain 
businesses such as buyers, food 
producers, and distributors.

Gather data on food processing and 
distribu  on. For example:

• Work with community and university 
partners to conduct a comprehensive 
food system assessment that includes 
processing and distribu  on.24

• Assess local food processing demand 
and capacity by type of product (e.g. 
produce, meat, dairy) and type of 
processing (e.g. fresh, frozen, canned).

• Inventory local infrastructure for food 
aggrega  on and distribu  on.

Build rela  onships across departments 
to address complex food issues. For 
example, partner with the health 
department  to create a database of 
available commercial kitchen space that 
can be rented to local food businesses.

Develop specifi c and measurable goals 
for local food infrastructure in community 
plans including comprehensive, farmland 
preserva  on, sustainability, and other 
plans.25,26,27 Communi  es that address 
food systems in their plans adopt more 
policies or programs related to food 
systems than communi  es that do not 
have such plans.28 

Provide educa  on and outreach about 
the economic, social and environmental 

benefi ts of inves  ng in local food 
infrastructure to stakeholders, including 

• Community members

• School offi  cials

• Community and economic 
development staff , and

• Elected offi  cials 

1. The city of Eau Claire included the 
following policies in the health chapter 
of their comprehensive plan29:         

Policy 2.5 Public Market: The City and/
or Redevelopment Authority should 
consider developing a year-round 
public market.

Policy 2.6 Regional Food Hub: 
Collaborate with others to research 
if the region could support a regional 
food hub.

2. Marque  e County, Michigan 
developed a Local Food Supply Plan 
as a chapter of their comprehensive 
plan,30 which included the following 
infrastructure-related policies:

Encourage the establishment of food 
processing facili  es including meat 
and frozen produce.

Iden  fy opportuni  es for coopera  ves 
for food processing, equipment, and 
storage areas.

3. Other example goals are as follows:

• Strengthen food distribu  on networks 
in the region.

• Reduce barriers to processing and 
distribu  on in the zoning code. 

• Provide in-kind or fi nancial support to 
develop local food infrastructure.31 3

Comprehensive Plan Examples



Regula  on
There are numerous local, state and federal regula  ons aff ec  ng local food infrastructure 
related to the processing and distribu  on of food on a local and regional basis.32 At the 
local level, you can take ac  on in the following ways:

Educate local government offi  cials, 
staff , and the public about local zoning 
regula  ons aff ec  ng food processing and 
distribu  on. Provide the informa  on by 
topic on local government websites.

Work across departments to streamline 
the development of infrastructure.33 
For example, create a handout for new 
commercial kitchens with informa  on 
about planning and zoning considera  ons, 
as well as necessary licensing permits 
through the health department.

Specifi cally defi ne uses related to local 
food infrastructure in the zoning code. 

• This may include farm stands, farmers 
markets, public markets, mobile 
markets, packing houses, warehouses, 
mobile slaughtering units, community 
kitchens, and more. 

• Consider defi ning “food hubs”, which 
include mul  ple uses and may not 
easily fi t into one category.34 

Reduce unnecessary barriers to food 
distribu  on in each district (e.g., 
residen  al, commercial, industrial and 
mixed use).

• Allow appropriately scaled food 
system infrastructure such as small-
scale farm stands, and farmers 
markets in non-agricultural zones with 
appropriate standards.35,36

Consider crea  ng district that specifi cally 
allow a mix of uses, e.g., food produc  on, 
aggrega  on, processing, distribu  on and 
retail). Examples include food innova  on 
districts in urban areas and local food 
produc  on districts on the development 
fringe.37,38

Food innova  on districts include a mix of 
uses, including produc  on, processing, 
restaurants, retail and wholesale sales, 
and food-related educa  on and events.39  
Consider crea  ng a new district or an 
overlay district that allows for these uses. 
Grand Rapids, Michigan has created a 
food innova  on district on land zoned 
for commercial and industrial purposes 
adjacent to the Grand Rapids Downtown 
Market. Madison, Wisconsin is working on 
a similar project.

CR. Planning Inc. created a model 
ordinance for local food produc  on 
districts in the development fringe.40 Food 
processing is included as a provisional/
accessory use. This means that the 
accessory use is permi  ed as long as it 
follows the standards outlined. 

“Processing food products whose defi ning 
ingredient was produced locally, subject 
to the following condi  ons: 

1. There shall be no indica  on of 
off ensive noise, vibra  on, smoke, 
dust, odors, heat, or glare at or 
beyond the property line

2. The processing opera  on shall not 
generate excessive traffi  c that is 
detrimental to the rural character of 
the local food produc  on district.

3. The processing opera  on shall not 
generate hazardous or excessive waste 
unless a plan for off -site management 
of waste is approved.

4. Off -street parking shall be provided for 
any non-resident employees.” 

Model Local Food
Produc  on District
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Food Enterprise Center, Viroqua, WI
www.veda-wi.org

The Vernon Economic Development Associa  on (VEDA), a nonprofi t organiza  on based in 
Viroqua, was formed in 2006 to “create economic wealth and prosperity while preserving 
our rural Vernon County lifestyle”. Located in an agricultural region, VEDA saw poten  al in 
developing the infrastructure for small businesses serving the regional food system. In 2009 
VEDA par  cipated in the “Vernon County, Wisconsin Community Food Assessment”. Later 
that year, they obtained an abandoned 100,000 square foot manufacturing facility. VEDA 
partnered with the city of Viroqua to successfully obtain a $2 million federal Economic 
Development Administra  on grant in 2010 to develop the site into a mul  -tenant food 
processing and distribu  on center.  The Food Enterprise Center is now 
home to 10 food and wellness-related tenants, including the Fi  h Season 
Coopera  ve, Wisco Pop, LuSa Organics, Kickapoo Coff ee, Fizzeology and 
others. The city of Viroqua is providing tax increment fi nancing as collateral 
on a $1.8 million Midwest Disaster Area Bond that helps fi nance tenant 
build-outs at the site.

Community Commercial Kitchens, Door County, WI
h  p://map.co.door.wi.us/planning/zoning_ordinance.htm

The Door County Zoning Ordinance did not have a category for stand-alone 
community commercial kitchens, but recognized that interest in community 
commercial kitchens was growing in the area. This type of kitchen did not fi t well under 
processing plants, which were generally larger-scale. Therefore, Door County Planning and 
Zoning proposed adding a defi ni  on for “community commercial kitchen” as follows: 

An establishment where space is leased or otherwise shared by individual 
en   es for short periods of  me to process, typically only in small quan   es 

and only periodically, the food that they grow or produce, primarily for 
purposes of selling or distribu  ng off -site. (Approved April 2012)

Community commercial kitchens are allowed in the commercial center, mixed use 
commercial, and light industrial zoning districts.  

Conclusion
A healthy local food system requires infrastructure to help producers aggregate, process, 
and distribute their product to local and regional markets. Communi  es that engage in 
planning and zoning for their local food system may be be  er prepared to address food 
processing issues related to land use.

Wri  en by Kristy SeBlonka and Anna Haines, Center for Land Use Educa  on. 2014. Reviewed by Lynn 
Markham and Becky Roberts, CLUE; Erin Peot, Center for Community and Economic Development; Carrie 
Edgar, Dane County UW-Extension; and Olivia Parry, Dane County Planning and Zoning. Publica  on available 
on CLUE’s website: www.uwsp.edu/cnr-ap/clue. Photo credits: Innova  on Kitchens LLC (front) and Fi  h Season 
Coopera  ve (above).

Examples in Wisconsin
Below are examples of planning and zoning ac  vi  es related to local food infrastructure.
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