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Building Regional Food Systems, Part 2: 
Creating Networks and Measuring Impacts

NGFN Webinar ïMay 6th
Rich Pirog, Associate Director

Leopold Center for Sustainable Agriculture
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Leopold Center for

Sustainable Agriculture

¸ Iowa Groundwater 

Protection Act - 1987

¸ State funded  --- at 

ISU

¸ Aldo Leopold 

namesake

¸ $1.2 million per year

Three Initiatives

Ecology

Marketing & Food 

Systems

Policy
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CLUSTERS

A geographically proximate group of interconnected

companies and associated institutions in a particular field

How do we use a cluster framework with triple bottom-line assumptions  

and appropriate scale and scope to increase success of 

regional food value chains?



4

The current research/education
and technical assistance landscape

for local and regional foods

Difficult for farmers/communities to negotiate

Univ

Departments

Extension

State Dept of Agric. & Health

Bureaus

Programs

Directives

USDA

Rural 

Development
Ag Marketing SARE

Farm Organizations

Marketing Policy

Production

NGOs

Community

action groups

Sustainable ag 

centers

Cooperatives

consultants

Private

sector

Health 

Organizations

Centers

K-12

Comm. Colleges

Colleges

??

Dining
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Type of 

network

Level of Risk
(to members)

Systemic Change

Potential How they operate

Cooperating Low

Little chance

Model best practices; test ideas 

and learn different approaches; 

convene problem-solving sessions

Coordinating Low to Moderate

Good chance

Push established organizational 

boundaries; engage in activities 

requiring greater mutual reliance

Collaborating Moderate to 

High

Best chance

Methods in place to resolve 

conflicts; pursuing long-term 

system creation; radical shifts from 

past operation; fundamental 

resource re-allocation

From Vandeventer, P., and M Mandell, 2007. Networks that Work

Which best describes your network?
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Toward Coordinating - Collaborating Networks
Communities of Practice

ÅñGroups of people who share a concern, a 

set of problems, or a passion about a 

topic, and who deepen their knowledge 

and expertise in this area by interacting on 

an ongoing basisò

ïWenger, McDermott, and Snyder (2002:4)
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ÅIn partnership with ISU, ISU Extension, PFI, and the Leopold Center

Value Chain 
Partnerships

An Iowa-Based Network of Food 
and Agriculture Working Groups

Fruit and 

Vegetable

Grass-Based

Livestock

Pork Niche 

Market

Regional Food 

Systems

Small Meat 

Processors

Food Access

And Health
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Value Chain Partnerships
4 core functions

ÅInformation hubs ïñmulti-organizational 

extension serviceò that manages tacit* and 

explicit knowledge

ÅCatalysts for cooperation ïbuild trust and 

capacity

ÅMagnets ïleverage funding

ÅScouts ïcutting edge of new ideas

* Tacit knowledge ïknowledge that has to be talked about to be understood
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Organization

Orientation

Network 

Orientation

Mind-set Competition Collaboration

ñCoopetitionò

Strategy for 

Impact

Grow the organization Grow the network field

Typical 

Behaviors

Compete for resources

Protect knowledge

Hoard leadership/staff

Grow funding pie

Share knowledge

Disperse leadership

Structure Centralized ïtop down Decentralized ï
grassroots

A network orientation (Forces for Good; L.R. Crutchfield and H.M. Grant 2008)

Why is Value Chain Partnerships 
(VCP) Different?
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