Words of Wisdom:
Advice for Food Policy Councils Considering a Regional Scale
& Pros/Cons of a Regional Approach

Between November 2022 and May 2024, Ohio State University, Colorado State University, Johns
Hopkins Center for a Livable Future, and US Department of Agriculture’s Agricultural Marketing
Service convened a regional food policy council (FPC) community of practice (CoP). The CoP
brought together representatives of 11 regional FPCs from across the continental United States
to discuss challenges, opportunities, and learn strategies for working regionally.

This document is meant to provide lessons learned to FPCs that are working regionally or
considering doing so, or FPCs at any scale that would like to strengthen their relation to their
region. Regional FPCs who participated in the CoP found the opportunity extremely valuable and
wished to share similar information with other FPCs. During the final session of the CoP,
participants outlined the advice that they would give other FPCs considering a regional
approach to food system work.

This document outlines 10 lessons learned, including a high-level summary of the advice along
with pros and cons to a regional approach.

Advice from CoP Participants for FPCs Considering a Regional Approach

The advice is a combination of the CoP members’ own experiences of working regionally as well
as what they learned from participating in the CoP. After the 10 pieces of advice, a short
summary of pros and cons of taking a regional approach to food systems work is offered
specifically for those considering regional-scale work. Those considering regional work may wish
to do so to work on food systems issues spanning multiple jurisdictions and bridge urban-rural
boundaries.

1. Define what you mean by your “region”

A central characteristic of a regional FPC is that it is not defined by preexisting boundaries. This
also requires that a regional FPC define its own area of geographic focus, a further unique
challenge of doing regional work. Defining your FPC’s regional focus is not just about defining a
geographic focus. It also helps to define the issues and actors that are relevant to your FPC.
Regions tend to be defined based on factors such as a shared problem, an economy, geographic
features, proximity, and relationships.

2. Get to know your region and its assets

It is important to regularly assess and reflect on the assets of your region and understand who
else is doing similar work. Getting to know your region and the communities you want to serve
enables your group to be responsive to them. A significant topic discussed during the CoP was
the importance of recognizing that there are many kinds of assets in a community, including
financial and physical assets, and also intangible yet still essential resources such as strong
relationships within the community and a unique cultural identity.



3. Clarify your council’s regional goals and value

After defining your region and understanding the assets and characteristics of that region, CoP
participants advised aspiring regional FPCs to develop a clear understanding of their goals and
the unique value they bring to the region. Clarifying the issues of focus for your regional FPC is
not only critical to clarifying objectives for your internal operation, but it also clarifies the value
your council brings to other actors and communities in your region. Defining this at the
beginning will help your regional FPC more easily develop relationships with other partners.

4. Build trusting networks by “showing up” for others

Building key partnerships, fostering welcoming environments, and developing trust across your
region were all principal topics discussed during the CoP and emphasized by nearly every CoP
participant. Most importantly, as one participant noted, “build trust by showing up” for other
groups and communities rather than always pulling those groups into your council’s activities.
This is particularly important for regional FPCs that are developing partnerships with groups
that have often been excluded from policy making and which may distrust groups who proclaim
to be solving their problems.

5. Use an outside facilitator at the beginning

Once a regional FPC actually starts to organize itself regionally and bring in the diverse actors
that span its area, CoP participants stressed the value of using a neutral third-party to serve as
the facilitator of the regional FPC’s early discussions and goal-setting. Having a neutral
facilitator can ensure that various voices are heard equally and help strengthen relationships
among all participants to work towards a common goal. An outside facilitator also allows for
regional FPC members to participate in discussions regarding their council, as you cannot
participate in a conversation you are supposed to be facilitating.

6. Leverage state-level work, relationships, and opportunities

Food systems are necessarily “nested,” with local food systems existing within regional,
state/national, and global systems. In this context, regional FPCs are uniquely positioned to
facilitate coordination across several different levels of existing food systems. Most commonly,
CoP participants advised leveraging state-level partnerships, programs, and resources to
advance regional work, emphasizing how “doors open” when these relationships are built.

7. Go slow and know that systems/policy change takes a long time

Defining and understanding your region, working across a region, developing strategic
relationships both within your region and outside of it, and finding ways to leverage resources
take time and a lot of effort. CoP participants advised aspiring regional FPCs to “go slow” and
take the time that is needed to follow the advice outlined previously. In this kind of work, it is
easy to feel pressured to speed up. However, CoP participants advised resisting this tendency
when possible. Relatedly, participants advised against getting discouraged by the slow pace of
change that you might experience. Food systems work is challenging and slow under any
circumstances, and that challenge is amplified when trying to accomplish it regionally. Don’t be
discouraged if or when work feels like it is moving slower than expected.



8. Be willing to pause and reassess

Participants encouraged aspiring regional FPCs to be ready and willing to pause and reassess
their approach if or when it feels like it’s not working. Multiple CoP participants suggested an
experimental mindset in working regionally; be willing to “dive in” and try new things, but also
to step back, evaluate, and take a new approach when needed. For all the reasons already
discussed, regional work is challenging and requires developing an approach that is right for
your council, your objectives, and your region. This process of experimentation is slow, so try to
avoid being pushed into haste when possible.

9. You are not alone

Regional food work is a developing practice, but still not mainstream by any measure. In this
context, it is important to recognize that, while your regional FPC is taking a novel and
challenging approach, it is not alone. There are other groups across the country and the globe
working on similar issues and experiencing similar challenges. Seek out those connections, both
because of the opportunity for knowledge sharing that come from those connections and for
the moral support that stems from a shared experience.

10. Critically question the pros and cons of working regionally

Working as a regional FPC by working across counties and municipalities brings numerous
opportunities. As one participant noted, food issues do not follow government boundaries so
there is value in just doing the work that needs to be done regardless of the borders.
Additionally, working regionally has the potential for leveraging more resources by bringing
regional partners together towards a common goal and, as another participant noted, working
regionally allows an FPC to “stay above the fray” of some of the local-level politics by focusing
on issues and goals that span multiple interests.

Yet, regional work also has a variety of unique challenges. Most prominent among these is the
difficulty of coordinating and working with multiple jurisdictions. Developing strong
relationships with multiple local governments, understanding the political and policy context of
those governments, and getting multiple local governments to collaborate on resource sharing
and/or policy goals are advantageous but all introduce unique challenges to regional FPCs.

Additionally, many participants reflected on how working regionally required their councils to
balance grassroots organizing with more “grass tops”-focused policy work. Many regional FPCs
described the local-level advocacy and community organizing as being foundational to
informing their issue focus and motivations. Yet, maintaining this granular-level organizing
across a wider region while developing necessary cross-jurisdictional relationships was nearly
impossible, forcing them to de-emphasize the local level work. Participants reflected that
balancing this tension was a key question that they continue to wrestle with, and which other
FPCs should be aware of before considering regional work.

Pros & Cons of a Regional Approach




The following summarizes four key factors specific to regional approaches to food systems work
and the pros and cons for each that you and your FPC should consider carefully before
developing a regional approach to food work. These are developed from research on national-
level data on regional FPCs as well as from feedback from members of the CoP.
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issues that do not fit within single
boundaries, such as supply chain
coordination for regional markets.
Additionally, regional FPCs can help
foster greater coordination,
cooperation, and resource sharing
across local governments that may
not have the capacity to foster
change on their own.

Working regionally allows FPCs to
stay out of local politics by
positioning themselves as reliable
sources of advice and guidance on
food system issues. This enables the
regional FPCs to focus on informing
key issues across multiple local
governments without being drawn
into the politics within any given
local government/community.
Regional FPCs are uniquely
positioned to engage urban and
rural stakeholders including farmers,
food processors, and consumers,
and identify and engage with various
communities across a region. This
creates an opportunity for regional
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effectively influence their food policies
and foster coordination. This
relationship-building work is challenging
within the context of a single city or
county government and grows more
challenging when encompassing
multiple local governments.

To effectively work across multiple local
political jurisdictions, the regional FPCs
may be required to maintain a relatively
neutral political position on issues to
protect their legitimacy within these
local governments. However, this may
limit their ability to advocate openly on
issues that are important to its
members.

Many regional FPCs need to engage
primarily “grass tops” stakeholders, such
as those representing major
organizations, government
organizations, and institutional interests
to develop their legitimacy and
influence across the region. However,




FPCs to foster dialogue across
multiple parts of the food system.

many FPCs find that a significant value
that they bring to food system
governance is engaging grassroots
stakeholders in identifying pressing
challenges. Many times, balancing
stakeholder engagements requires more
intention and work compared to
working within a single political
jurisdiction.




