Atlanta Food Hubs:
A Growing Community
Abstract
Food hubs are food aggregation and distribution businesses, which collect from multiple small scale productions and are able to sell it 
to larger scale markets. The significance of this stems from the fact that hubs make local food more widely available to the larger public, while maintaining the standards and ethics of the local food movement. Food hubs are still a relatively new concept, and there are still many questions that need be asked of them. Are they able to supply their markets and what do they do if they cannot aggregate enough? How do relationships with farmers and clients form and evolve in the business? How do they maintain these relationships and the ethic of local food while dealing with competition? To answer these questions, I conducted participant observation and ethnographic interviews with Veggie Truckers, a pioneering Atlanta food hub, over the course of two months. 
My case study highlights a number of opportunities and challenges for growing the local food movement through food hubs in Atlanta. While Veggie Truckers has solid relationships with producers and there is growing awareness and demand for local food in the area, the hub is not always able to fully accommodate its clients. There is also a rise in competition, but the problem with this has less to do with loss of markets and more to do with the fact that some conventional competitors operate outside of the movement’s ethics and processes, challenging Veggie Truckers self-perception as well as its public image. In response, Veggie Truckers has started a media campaign, filming videos shared through social media, that showcase their particular manner of conducting business, which rests on close, mutually supportive relationships. These videos additionally entailed visits at farms and clients, which positively impacted the hub’s relationship with its suppliers. While communicating with the public is important, my work suggests that it is equally, if not more important for them to continue improving upon the existing relationships they have with local farmers and their clients.

Introduction
	The time is now 6 a.m. This is not an unusual time for people to begin their morning routines, but for many farmers and businesses that deal with the food industry, time cannot be taken lightly. If by any chance a food business requires the need to transport or acquire their produce by navigating in and out of Atlanta, it is invaluable that they beat the morning traffic. Farmers making their rounds around Atlanta to drop off produce that has already been sold through a deal negotiated beforehand, must take care to wake up even earlier since most of their farms are more than an hour’s drive away from Atlanta. Restaurants that work with farmers and others purveyors of local foods, are keen on getting their produce as quickly as possible. The onus of this used to fall solely on the farmer’s capability to make these deliveries while at the same time balancing all of the work they still have left to do in the farm. However, in the fairly recent past, a new business has emerged, capable of taking up some of the farmer’s delivery burdens.  
	This new business, which I here I will refer to as Veggie Truckers, brought to the market a very valuable resource, time. In 2008 Veggie Truckers became a food hub for many small to medium scale farmers here in and around metro-Atlanta. According to the Wallace Center, a regional food hubs’, “A business or organization that actively manages the aggregation, distribution and marketing of source-identified food products, primarily from local and regional producers to strengthen their ability to satisfy wholesale, retail and institutional demand” (Fischer et al. 2013). With these businesses, like Veggie Truckers emerging, now farmers were able to allot their time between their farm and selling their produce far more effectively. While Veggie Trucker’s was able to not only sell the produce to the restaurants that the farmers used to go to, but also helped them expand into newer markets that the farmers may not have been able to access. The existence of Veggie Truckers has been instrumental in helping the local food movement to grow faster in Atlanta.
	I have spent a total of 4 months conducting participant observation on the Veggie Truckers where I would work on their busiest days. It was due to this period of time that I saw the usual day by day rituals, and the typical issues that would raise the most stress for the workers. In my paper I will discuss the stories that were shared with me by those who worked in or alongside this food hub, and approach the issues that would pop up in the workplace in a general manner that other food hubs may be encountering as well.
 I have also allocated an equal amount of time at a local Farmer’s Market in order to fully experience and grasp the differences between these two venues. My time spent at the Farmer’s Market was conducted in a similar fashion as my time at Veggie Truckers, where I would perform participant observation while making both informal and formal interviews with the farmers that would go to the market.  I will show the issues that arose within this local Farmer’s Market, and the differences that it has with the local food hub. In this manner I will bring to focus what has made the local food movement has shown here in Atlanta successful, so that it can be repeated in other major regions across the United States. 
Veggie Truckers
	I started off my internship working with Jefe, the CEO of Veggie Truckers, on a project concerning their image in public media. The project was a way of setting their company apart from the other new aggregation businesses emerging in the region and finding a way to connector reconnect with producers. Jefe explains, “With new companies entering the market, people are starting to get the wrong idea about what we’re trying to do here.” Equally important was his personal desire to connect with producers. Jefe used to be able to meet up with all the farmers he worked with regularly and even deliver the produce himself when the business was small. As the business started growing, however, he found himself confined to the office, delegating many face-to-face interactions to his employees. While he strives to maintain regular contact with producers and chefs, he wanted to reaffirm relationships through trips to the farms, a great way to see how everyone was doing more personally. 
Observations
	Maintaining strong relationships is critical now more than ever, since there has recently been an increase in food hub type businesses. Jefe has mentioned that, “In the past it would really bother me, but I just figured that we needed to get better so as to not lose any of our clients. Now I guess I kind of welcome the competition.” Jefe’s reassurance of his own business stems from the relationship he has with his suppliers and patrons. He views the trips to different farms to film, make or create these videos as a means to reassure one another of this relationship. Ever since Jefe’s business has grown beyond just a 1 truck operation, there has been less and less time for these types of personal visits. However, these visits were always met warmly. There would always be kind words exchanged and questions asked about one another’s family. As well as a couple of jokes thrown about by some of the farmers regarding the interview style format. Although on that note they always seemed to understand fully the importance of these interviews for the business. 
	The trips with Jefe included going to Maroon Land Veggies in Zebulon, to Sparta mushroom farms, and a variety of other farms in the greater region. Most if not all the farmers knew of each other within the Veggie Truckers circle, something that is definitely encouraged at Veggie Truckers. In many cases farmers interact at drop off, a farmer would be waiting for a check to be written for the produce they dropped off, and they would end up chatting with anyone else waiting or with one of the other managers. These discussions could range from “talking shop” about farming to just simple courtesies since most if not all the farmers and workers were friends. The conversations of a productive nature would include comments about what was growing or what was selling. Veggie Trucker managers would often offer few notes about what was selling so that the farmers would get a head start in trying to grow some more of that crop themselves. 
	Veggie Truckers therefore serve as a general hub for farmers to communicate with one another in between their other stops in Atlanta. Farmers who have worked alongside Veggie Truckers, and enjoy doing business with them, have also been known to introduce other farmers to Veggie Truckers. The relationships grown because of Veggie Truckers are extremely symbiotic. A Community terra farmer explained it to me, “It makes sense for us farmers to be helping out Veggie Truckers. If they’re doing good, then we are doing good.” 	
Community terra has a very favorable outlook of the Veggie Truckers; He explains that he helps out by selling to Veggie Truckers at a lower price than what he would probably sell to other buyers or at the market. Veggie Trucker’s has proven to be a very beneficial business for farmers to use, and this is best illustrated by presenting how things would be different without Veggie Truckers. Before companies such as Veggie Truckers had started to pop up, farmers would have to go into Atlanta constantly to deliver their produce to several different buyers. They would also have had to network with numerous other potential buyers when not at farmers’ markets.  Although Veggie Trucker's farmers still seek their own clients, and sell at farmers’ markets, however the Veggie Truckers existence makes it less necessary, and although farmers still find separate clientele, this is not much of a necessity anymore now that Veggie Trucker’s would like to buy most of their produce. 
	Interviews with farmers showed that, while they have access to a food hub, most farmer’s view Veggie Truckers as only one stop among several that they make in Atlanta. Even so if it’s just a couple of hours of extra work that the Veggie Truckers can save them, they constantly appreciate this service/benefit. To assist farmers in any way possible, Veggie Truckers will go out of their way and get the food from the farms themselves. But as the business has grown this services is not often necessary. Jefe has stated, “We would be more than willing to go out to their farms to collect the food ourselves if it was needed.” Though the reason for it not being necessary anymore is that farmers have grown used to their schedules of delivering the produce themselves with their own trucks or at times personal cars. For most farmers it is less of a burden to do this since most often Veggie Truckers is one of their only stops, and can spend a little time away from their own farms. 
	
Farmer's Market
[bookmark: _GoBack]	Aside from just working in Veggie Truckers I spent about the same amount of time working alongside other vendors at a local farmers market. My time here was spent in contact with primarily two farmers who also had business dealings with Veggie Truckers and it was through this connection that I was able to get a job working alongside them at the farmers market. The atmosphere of a farmers market varies immensely from that of the food hub. There is more interactions to be had between the supplier and the consumer for one, but the guarantee of success is less. Some farmers have opted out of going to a farmers market all together because of this, but for those who do go it has given them yet another outlet to collect revenue on their wares. In this section I will go over my experiences their as well as share the observations I have made of the farmers market which differ from Veggie Truckers work routines. 
Observations
	My experiences with the Farmer’s market came primarily from working as a vendor and a helper with two closely partnered farms, C farm and B farm’s organic. My relationship with B farms began because of my work with Jefe. I mentioned that I would be interested to work on a farm to understand how things worked there. Jefe then talked to C farm who in turn directed me to B farm. The B farm resort provides a private hunting and family club for members, and although workers can get some of the amenities at a reduced price they still have to pay for the food. I spent a week working alongside the farmers them and afterwards they invited me to continue working at their farmers’ market stand. So although my experience with working on an actual farm is limited, I have gained a large enough respect for the hard work put into working an organic farm where things must be done without pesticides. 
Market day is held on a Saturday, and I and the other vendors begin setting up the stall around 7 am or earlier. My limited experience working at the farm has taught me that the produce that they sell at the market has already been properly cleaned and packaged a day in advance. This differs from what Veggie Truckers would do to the produce they would receive. Generally nothing would be done to most produce since it would most often be in great condition to sell. The only thing that Veggie Truckers would actually do would inspect the food a bit more carefully to insure quality. This being said there were a couple of instances where the food received came in subpar, and needed to be treated further. Such as cutting out the bad parts of the vegetables. This was a great annoyance to some of the mangers in Veggie Truckers, and was something that was brought up with extreme care the next time the farmer came by to deliver. This was extremely rare, however, and wasn't that much of an issue to cause any strain in their business relationships.
Market day is an important event to the farm, as far as farmers in the Farmer’s Market they are the only one who have more than one market open on the same day. B farm is one of the newer farms to enter the market, but for others such as C farm they have been at the market since its inception, 20 years ago. Therefore, their operations were already running smoothly before I arrived. One of the major obstacles for new marketers is booth preparation. The aesthetic appeal of B farm’s market booth is well thought out. As one of my managers put it back at Veggie Truckers “people eat with their eyes first,” and when dealing with food one must always take this simple fact into consideration. Produce that looks off or unappealing is bound to get left behind even if it is completely edible. But how the food looks is just one of the components considered. Décor and arrangement are just as important as the food itself. All of the peppers and lettuces are usually clumped together, while squash, the occasional pumpkin, or carrots are put on another shelf on the stand. The arrangement of food is far more liberal than that at C farm market stand where things have a set place. 
The differences that can be listed between the two farms has a lot more to deal with the age difference of the stand and the amount of customers that one receives. C farm also has a lot more produce than B farm so they have to be very economical with where they place their produce. Two large stands capable of holding three rows of food is the signature look that C farm presents to customers. One of the stands is actually being managed by a helper, of which C farm usually contains three. This helper is encouraged by Nick to converse with the buyers as they wait in line. Usually I would overhear discussions being held on what the produce being sold can be used for. B farm is a lot more personal since there is usually only the one vendor who is there to answer any questions. Also due to having less produce to sell the stand is often cluttered with produce to give off the appearance of more abundance.
	An important thing to note is that a lot of the things that are being sold at the market are similar to what everyone else at the market might be selling that week. Despite this there is really little competition among the farmers at the market.  Rather, there is a great deal of cooperation when it comes to selling and prices rarely differ by more than 50 cents. Nick who is the unofficial manager at Farmer’s due to his veteran status, has helped me with prices and how much things should usually sell for. B farm might have their own idea for how to sell things, but if things are a little over the usual price Nick will try to help out and suggest that more things can sell at a reduced price. It’s less about competition in this regard, the market definitely has more of a familial vibe and knowing what we sell and how much we sell said items for is more so that we don’t step on any toes than anything else. Other farmers might even change their prices to match another stand. There are subtle differences to each farm that might draw in more customers than the other. For one, there is a different color tone to each farm the most drastic being Maroon Land Veggies’ tent which resembles the name in having hue of red on its table cloth. The Sparta farm, which is famous for its mushrooms draws more into a brownish pallet, while C farms drapes its shelves and cloth in light green. B farm also has green cloth to cover their tables, but these are much darker in color. Were the signs taken down, and their positions within the market switched around, however, I have no doubt that the people who come to the market would have no problem finding their favorite farm.
	What draws people to a stand more often than anything else comes from their experiences and history with the people working the stand. It is no surprise that C farm stand draws the largest crowd.  Nick, the owner of the farm, was one of the founders of Farmer’s Market 20 years ago. “I’ve known some of the people who come to the market since they were kids coming with their parents” Nick has stated in one of his interviews. But it is more than years at the market, it's the time he spends with his customers. Despite the long lines forming constantly around Nick’s booth he always gives the same amount of time and courtesy to each and every one of his customers who come to the booth. I have often noted his ability to connect with each customer; speaking French with one, discussing football with another, and remarking on family history with still another. Even people new to the market feel like old regulars around Nick who is always ready to welcome a new face and show them around to another farmer’s stand if he feels that they may offer more of the produce that they were looking for. 
Conclusion
What benefits have the food hub Veggie Trucker’s brought unto the local food market here in Atlanta? Perhaps the most valuable resource was time. The responsibilities of a small scale to medium scale farmer are widespread as it is. Food hub’s like Veggie Truckers are able to unburden them of some of the responsibility that they have to worry about, which in turn can open the possibility for a large amount beneficial business relationships. Veggie Trucker’s having employees who are already knowledgeable about what is needed and required in the restaurant section of the business has definitely helped them in providing farmers with enough clients to be able to grow on their own accord as well.
The relationships that the food hub shares with the different branches that go in and out
of its food network is a very important factor when looking at the business model that Veggie Trucker’s has with its farmers. They aren’t a large business, and still have the time and ability to meet with all of its suppliers at a personal level. Something that they mostly manage to do. It is this factor of having close bonds with one another that will in the end set them above the rest of the competing food hubs that will begin to arise and try to mimic the success that Veggie Trucker’s has displayed over the years.        
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