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INTRODUCTION  

The Goodnight Family Sustainable Development Program recognized the need and potential in 
the High Country to grow the local food economy by building diverse community networks.  
The High Country Local Food Summit was held in order to:  

 Develop a holistic, interdisciplinary model of the local food system 

 Identify opportunities to strengthen the parts of the system 

 Develop a better understanding of the linkages between the parts 

 Nurture the existing local food revolution  

 Engage a diverse group of stakeholders in collaborative planning 

 Develop action-oriented initiatives 

 tǊŜǎŜƴǘ ƎǳŜǎǘ ǎǇŜŀƪŜǊǎ ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ άƎǊƻǳƴŘέ ǘƘŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ 

experience 

TARGET AUDIENCE 

The summit was intended to bring together anyone with a vested interest in the High County 
food system including:  

 

 Local government officials 

 Advocacy groups and non-
profit organizations 

 Consumers and the 
community at large 

 Small scale/ organic/ local 
farmers 

 άTǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭέ ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ 
graziers 

 Restaurateurs 

 Grocery store produce 
managers 

 Entrepreneurs 

 Land trusts 

 Extension agents 

 ASU students 
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AGENDA  

8 to 9 am  Registration and coffee 

9 to 9:15  Opening Remarks 

Chuck Smith ASU Sustainable Development 

9:15 to 9:45  The Diversity Engine: Food's Role in a Robust Local Economy 

Tom Philpott, Maverick Farms  and Grist.org 

9:45 to 10:05  BREAK 

10:05 to 11:15 Modeling the High Country Local Food System 

Facilitated by Elaine Stover 

11:15 to noon  The Role of Small Farms in the Revitalization of the Western North Carolina Economy 

Tim Will, Foothills Connect Business and Technology Center 

noon to 1:15  LUNCH 

1:15 to 2:15  Building a Local Food System that Works 

Joel Salatin, Polyface Farm 

2:15 to 3:30  Developing the Initiatives 

Facilitated small group work 

3:30 to 3:50  BREAK 

3:50 to 5  Sharing Our Schemes and Aligning Our Resources 

Plenary facilitated by Elaine Stover 

 

  

http://www.maverickfarms.com/
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Iõve seen our economy specialize 
in three separate but related 
industriesñconstruction, 

tourism, and real estate. Weõve 
allowed box-like condos to line 
our ridge tops so tourists can 

gaze at Grandfather Mountain.  
Weõve cleared productive forest 
stands from mountaintops to 

plunk down second-home 
McMansions with ò360 degree 

views.ó 

THE DIVERSITY ENGINE: FOOD'S ROLE I N A ROBUST LOCAL 

ECONOMY   

By TOM PHILPOTT, Grist food editor  

Note: The following article is a version of the address delivered before the High Country Local Food 
Summit and is available at www.grist.org/article/2009 -toward -a-less-efficient -and-more-robust/   

Iõve been asked to talk about how to create a robust, diversified food system here in the High 
Country.  

Since moving here five years ago, Iõve seen our economy specialize in three separate but related 
industriesñconstruction, tourism, and real estate. Weõve allowed box-like condos to line our 

ridge tops so tourists can gaze at Grandfather 
Mountain.   Weõve cleared productive forest stands 
from mountaintops to plunk down second -home 
McMansions with ò360 degree views.ó 

As old tobacco farms shut down because of low prices, 
gated òcommunitiesó sprouted up in their placeñ
swallowing farmland while often preserving the word 
òfarmó in their names. Today, according to Watauga 
County economic development sources, about half of 
properties in the county are absentee homes; a third of 
new building permits relate to seasonal housing.  

No doubt, this flurry of activity has brought 
thousands of jobs to our area. Construction has been a 
massive employer, as have the restaurants, hotels, and 
country clubs that cater to the second-homers and 
vacationers. Many of my friendsñincluding excellent 
artists, musicians, and farmers who contribute 

mighti ly to our community ñsupplement their incomes by working in construction and 
tourism -related trades. 

But just like Efficient Manchester, the High Country is learning that booms that rely on external 
forces can quickly lead to busts. It turns out that engin e for growth in our area was fueled by a 
gusher of speculative cash, essentially funny moneyña gusher that has now run dry.  

The U.S. government is now preparing to use your tax dollars to coax hundreds of billions of 
real estate-related òtoxic assetsó off of bank balance sheets; that effort may or may not stabilize 
teetering megabanks like Citigroup and Bank of America, and it may or may not bail out the 
investors who took home billions in profit from those deals in the first place. But what the 
governmentõs program most certainly wonõt do is restore the flow of easy money that has been 
clearing ridgelines and mountaintops for second homesñand employing a huge swath of our 
population.  

http://www.grist.org/article/2009-toward-a-less-efficient-and-more-robust/
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Happily, Iõve also witnessed another economic trend since I moved hereñthe gradual, steady 

build out of alternative food networks. Iõm thinking about institutions like the Watauga County 
Farmers market, which started decades ago but has experienced rapid growth in recent years; 
New River Organic Growers , a cooperative of small farmers that band together to market their 
produce to restaurants that care about quality and want to buy local.  

And then thereõs Maverick Farms, which I helped  start, which started the High Countryõs first 
CSA in 2005. This year, with a grant from the NC Rural Center, Maverick is rolling out High 
Country CSA, a multi -farm effort designed to open the CSA model to more consumers and 
more farmers. Weõre partnering with New River Organic Growers for the effort; small -scale 
farmers learn the hard way that cooperation, both among farmers and with the broader 
community, are key to survival.  

These efforts, while growing fast, remain micro -scale. The great bulk of the High Countryõs 
food supply comes from the outside, dominated by a few supermarket chains and Wal -Mart. 
Thereõs not a slaughterhouse in our area that can legally process meat from local farms for sale, 
but we do have a McDonaldõs, a Burger King, and a Wendyõsñall highly efficient operations. 
These large companies dominate our food supply. They create some low-skill, low -wage jobs, 
but they carry most of the food dollars we spend off the mountain, to distant shareholders.  

 

Produce at the Watauga County farmerõs market.   (Courtesy RICHIR  on Flickr ). 

http://www.newriverorganicgrowers.org/
http://www.maverickfarms.com/
http://www.flickr.com/photos/richir/
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But what if much more of our food dollars stayed within the community ñand got cycled 

through organizations like New River Organic Growers and the Watauga and Ashe Cou nty 
Farmers markets? Hereõs a rule of thumb: Communities spend about $1,000 per person on food. 
About 83,000 people live in our three-county area full time. That means weõre spending 
something like $83 million every year on food. And that doesnõt even count the money that 
tourists and second homers spend eating. The great bulk of that money drains out of the 
community and into the pockets of the people who own Wal -Mart and McDonaldõs and Lowes 
Foods. 

Now imagine we had a locally owned slaughterhouse that co uld process the pastured cows that 
so many people grow hereñand now send off to feedlots in Kansas to fatten on corn. If you can 
access a nearby slaughterhouse, you make a lot more money selling grass-fed beef to your 
neighbors than selling cows to the meat industry; wouldnõt that draw more folks in? 

And imagine a locally owned dairy processing plant, that could give a decent price to our few 
remaining dairy farmers. Given the popularity of real milk from grass -fed cows, wouldnõt that 
be a booming marketñand draw more new dairy farmers in? And imagine a community -
owned food co-op that could sell all of this stuff at a central place, and maybe a farmer-owned 
restaurant that could give community members the freshest food possible, while giving farmers 
a cut of the value that gets added to their produce? 

Suddenly, weõd start looking less like Efficient Manchester, relying on outside forces for our 
economic well-being, and more like Inefficient Birmingham, with a set of thriving, interlocking, 

highly creative cr afts based around food. 
And weõd eat a lot better, too. 

And think how much more robust our 
economy would be. At a certain point, 
people stop thinking they need a second 
home. But they donõt typically decide to 
stop eating. Because of the natural beauty 
of our area, weõll always draw tourists. A 
vibrant, accessible, delicious local food 
economy could be a new calling cardñand 
a way to get tourist dollars flowing broadly 
through the economy, and not siphoned off 
to a few resorts and lodges. 

The question becomes, how do we get 
there? I know from hard experience that profit margins on farming tend to be relatively low. 
Thereõs no way one farmer, or even a group of farmers, can make the investments we need to 
bolster our food economy. This is a community -scale opportunity that requires community -
scale efforts. That means farmers, consumers, elected officials, and landowners working 
together to harness our assets and overcome our obstacles as a food community. And that is a 
process that can gain force today.  
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MODE LING THE HIGH COUNTRY LOCAL FOOD SYSTEM  

Facilitated by Elaine Stover 

Goals:  
1. Define and create a picture of the High Country Local Food System. 

2. Discern the ògapsó in the Systemñmissing components. 

3. Identify 3 arenas where initiatives are needed in order to grow and strengthen the High 
Country Local Food System. 

*All answers were decided upon by summit participants  

1. DEFINING THE HIGH COUNTRY LOCAL FOOD SYSTEM  

What do we mean by òthe High Countryó?  What is the geographic area? 

 Alleghany County  

 Ashe County  

 Avery  County  

 Johnson County  (TN) 

 Watauga County  
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2. DISCERNING THE GAPS:  WHAT ARE THE MISSING COMPONENTS?  

 

What do we notice  about this list ? 

�9 Hardly any consumers   
�9 Lots of Production  

 

What components need further 
development?  

�9 Processing. 
�9 They all do. 
�9 We are only seeing part of the picture. 

 
What three main òarenasó need specific initiatives in order to strengthen the system? 

�9 Processing 
�9 Delivery  
�9 Marketing 

 

 
 

 

  


