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The region of Eastern Montana, defined in this report as the area east of Billings and 
south of Phillips, Valley, and Roosevelt counties, is characterized by small, rural 
communities.  Montanans in this region live in dispersed populations throughout the 
area.  The region is dominated by ranches, farms, oil fields, and coal mines.   

Rural communities face many challenges, one of which is food access (Johnson et al.).  
Eastern Montana is no exception to this trend, with many counties in the region having 
low access to grocery stores.  According to United States Department of Agriculture 
data, in 2010, at least 30% of the population in a majority of the counties had low 
access to grocery stores (USDA).  In many counties, 40% or more of the population had 
low access to grocery stores, and in one county – Petroleum – 100% of the population 
had low access to grocery stores in 2010 (USDA).  This may come as a surprise, since 
agriculture is an important part of Eastern Montana’s economy.  However, the dispersed 
nature of Eastern Montana communities contributes to food access issues.    

In addition to agriculture, Eastern Montana’s economy is centered around energy – 
specifically coal, oil, and gas.  This provides additional unique challenges to the region.  
Issues Eastern Montana faces due to energy include a need for resilience to “boom-
and-bust” cycles, and the transition away from coal and oil that many communities may 
soon experience.   

Local food systems may help with both the food access and community resilience 
issues that Eastern Montana faces.   

This report is organized into four sections.  First, an introduction to the project is given.  
The second section presents local food system background information gathered from a 
literature review.  The third section is divided into three case studies based on 
interviews conducted and tours taken.  Finally, a discussion of potential answers to and 
insights on the broad project questions listed in Insert 1. can be found in the fourth 
section.   

 

Project Overview 
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This project aims to address several questions pertaining to local food systems and 
their potential to positively impact communities in Eastern Montana.  First, the current 
state of local food systems in Eastern Montana was investigated, with the primary focus 
being successes experienced and challenges faced by actors in the current local food 
system.  The overall makeup of the local food system was also investigated.     

Another question addressed in this project was the potential for enhanced local food 
system development in Eastern Montana.  The potential positive community 
development impacts of such an enhanced local food system were also investigated.   

Based on a literature review, it was expected that the biggest challenges for local food 
system actors in Eastern Montana would be the dispersed nature of the population in 
that region, as well as consumer demand and government support.  This project aimed 
to see if these were challenges local food actors are facing in the region today.   

The same challenges of dispersed communities, low interest and demand, and lack of 
funding and support were expected to affect the potential for developing and enhancing 
local food systems in the future.  Infrastructure was also expected to play a key role in 
the potential for local food system development.  

Potential impacts and benefits of enhanced local food systems were expected to include 
economic benefits, increased community resilience, nutritional benefits, and 
strengthened relationships within and between communities.   

 

Insert 1.  Project Questions  
 

• What is the current state of local food in Eastern Montana? What 
aspects of a local food system are present in the region currently? 
 

• What are successes Eastern Montana local food system actors have 
experienced? What are challenges these actors have faced? How are 
they working around and solving those challenges?  

 

• What are opportunities for local food system enhancement in the 
region? Are there barriers to local food system enhancement that are 
unique to the region?  

 

• Could an enhanced local food system positively impact communities 
in Eastern Montana (i.e. through increased resilience, diversification, 
economic development, human welfare enhancement)? 
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Methods 
For this exploratory research project, a literature review, interviews, farmers’ market 
visits, and a tour of Glendive, Montana local food system projects were conducted.  The 
literature review focused on local food systems in general, and challenges that face 
rural local food systems specifically.   

Interviews for this project consisted of in-person and over-the-phone interviews.  
Individuals were selected to be interviewed based on referrals, and were chosen for 
their expertise and involvement in the Eastern Montana local food system.  Individuals 
interviewed included Charlie Ahlrgen, founder of the Winnett Local Beef in the Schools 
program; Clint McRae, Forsyth cattle rancher; Jay Taylor, Fallon cattle rancher; Bruce 
Smith, Dawson County extension agent and local food expert; Caitlin Cromwell, 
community organizer for the Northern Plains Resource Council; and several vendors at 
the Glendive Farmers’ Market.  All interviews were recorded.     

The local food system of Glendive, Montana was explored by visiting the farmers’ 
markets, and by touring the Farm-to-Table Store, Glendive community commercial 
kitchen, and Glendive community garden.  Bruce Smith, Dawson County extension 
agent, provided guidance and information on these tours.   

After data were collected through the literature review, interviews, and tours, the 
information was compiled into this report.  Additionally, a case study was written for 
each area of the research project: local direct-marketed beef, “beef to school,” and the 
Glendive local food system.     
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The concept of a local food system does not have a single, clear definition, and, in fact, 
many varying definitions exist in the existing literature.  However, there are a couple 
themes in common with most definitions of local food systems.   

The first is geography.  A local food system is defined by a specific geographic region, 
with production, processing, and consumption all occurring within this specific region.  
What constitutes a local food region, however, is often up for debate.  Some say a local 
food system is within a political geographic region (such as a state or a county), while 
others say regions could be defined temporally or environmentally (Irshad).  According 
to Martinez, local food system boundaries also depend on population density (Martinez).  
Since population density is a key factor in Eastern Montana, it plays a large role in 
shaping the makeup of local food systems in the region.   

Most researchers and experts agree that a local food system should include production, 
processing, and consumption within the same region.  However, in rural regions this 
may pose an issue due to a lack of processing infrastructure.  Frick et al. studied local 
food systems in rural Alberta, Canada, and stated that their definition of local food was 
that which was grown or raised in Alberta and consumed by Albertans, but could have 
been processed outside of Alberta if processing infrastructure was not present in the 
region (Frick et al.).  This definition could potentially be used for Eastern Montana.  
However, the processing aspect of the local food system chain could provide 
opportunities for development and increased community resilience, so thought must be 
given when including or excluding processing from the local food system definition.   

One of the most helpful, encompassing definitions of a local food system comes from a 
paper on rural sociology by J. Kloppenberg.  According the Kloppenberg, local food 
systems are “self-reliant, locally or regionally based food systems comprised of 
diversified farms using sustainable practices to supply fresher, more nutritious food 
stuffs to small-scale processors and consumers to whom producers are linked by the 
bonds of community as well as economy” (Kloppenburg).       

From this definition, it is clear that a key aspect of local food systems is their ability to 
provide benefits for the communities they are embedded in.  Throughout existing 
literature, there is evidence of the numerous benefits of local food systems.  For 
example, Irshad states that “Buying locally strengthens regional economies, supports 
family farms, provides delicious, ‘fresh-from-the-field’ foods for consumers, preserves 
the local landscape, and fosters a sense of community” (Irshad).  It is the potential for 

Background 
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these positive impacts that is driving the increasing demand for and growth of local food 
systems.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Traditionally, the positive impacts of local food systems have been promoted in urban 
regions, and most local food system growth is taking place in these metropolitan areas.  
However, local food systems could have benefits for rural areas as well, and 
development of local food systems in rural regions should not be overlooked (Frick et 
al.), (Irshad), (Jensen).  Some researchers are investigating the possibility that local 
food systems may play an important role in community development and increased 
community resilience for rural regions.   

Local food systems impact development and resilience through numerous benefits.  
These benefits can be divided into four broad categories: economic, environmental, 
nutritional, and social.  Economic, nutritional, and social benefits of local food systems 
are the focus of this project.  However, environmental benefits should not be overlooked 
in further projects.   

Insert 2.  Key Terms  
 
Local Food System:  “self-reliant, locally or regionally based food 
systems comprised of diversified farms using sustainable practices to 
supply fresher, more nutritious food stuffs to small-scale processors and 
consumers to whom producers are linked by the bonds of community as 
well as economy” (Kloppenberg)      

 

Food Security: “Food security exists when all people, at all times, have 
physical, social and economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious 
food which meets their dietary needs and food preferences for an active 
and healthy life.” (Food and Agriculture Association of the United 
Nations) 

 

Growing Degree Days: a number that estimates if a growing season 
contains enough days within a temperature range that is conducive to 
crop, vegetable, and/or fruit production.  
(http://oregonviticulture.net/gdd/gdd.html)  
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Many researchers and community groups are finding that local food systems can 
provide numerous economic benefits.  Marketing directly to consumers, or indirectly 
through restaurants, stores, and buying clubs, can be an alternative, supplemental 
source of income for farmers and ranchers (Irshad), (Frick et al.).  Additionally, when 
producers market within a local food system, they retain a greater share of the profits 
(Martinez).   

Local food systems can also create a “local multiplier effect.”  The local multiplier effect 
refers to the circulation of money within a local economy when that money is spent 
within the local community.  Studies have shown that the circulation of money within a 
local economy can increase local wealth and jobs, and can generate additional local 
spending.  All of this can help to strengthen a community’s economy.   

For local food systems to operate, increased infrastructure is necessary.  With a shift to 
local food systems, the need for more feedmills, processors, distributors, and retailors 
increases (Irshad).  The economic diversification necessitated by local food systems 
provides opportunities for communities, and could increase economic, environmental, 
and social sustainability (Granvik et al.).  Diversification could also increase the 
resilience of the rural, energy-dependent communities characteristic of Eastern 
Montana.  Increased infrastructure and local businesses could also provide new job 
opportunities for community members.      

In addition to economic benefits, local food systems can provide social benefits to rural 
communities.  Since they typically utilize short food supply chains (which have fewer 
middlemen between producer and consumer), local food systems are inherently more 
interconnected than conventional food supply chains (Marsden, Banks and Bristow).  
Local food systems’ short supply chains rely on close connections and relationships 
between producers, processors, and consumers.  These connections and relationships 
build trust within communities.  Beyond building trust, the interconnectedness and social 
benefits of local food systems manifest in additional ways.  For example, consumers are 
more likely to have conversations at a farmers’ market than a supermarket (Irshad).   
 
The short food supply chains that bring about social benefits also provide nutritional 
benefits.  Since it travels a shorter distance, local food is fresher and can be more 
nutritious than food from conventional supply chains.  Other nutritional benefits of local 
food systems include an increase in food security.  Many counties in Eastern Montana 
have low access to grocery stores – as much as 40% of populations in Eastern 
Montana counties have low access to grocery stores (USDA).  A local food system in 
the region could help to increase access to fresh food.  Additionally, many communities 
in Eastern Montana are isolated and vulnerable, so enhanced local food systems could 
protect against food shortages.  Protection against food shortages and an increase the 
quantity of fresh food available could both increase food security in the region.     
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Combining these economic, social, and nutritional benefits leads to local food systems’ 
impact on community development and resilience in rural regions.  Strengthened 
linkages – through economic development to support local food systems and through 
increased connectedness of producer and consumer – can lead to a more sustainable, 
adaptable, resilient community (Frick et al.).  The economic diversification necessary to 
build a local food system could also increase community resilience.  This diversification, 
which could include development of new processing facilities, distribution hubs, grocery 
stores, and restaurants, could provide alternative sources of employment and income 
for community members.   

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

  

 

 

 
Local Direct-Marketed Beef 
The story of local, directed-marketed beef in Eastern Montana is one of both challenges 
and opportunities.   

In the heart of some of the best beef-producing country in the world (or the best if you 
ask someone from the region), ranchers are looking to capitalize on a growing trend, 
and make some much needed additional income.   

A handful of producers in Eastern Montana are finishing some of their cattle on their 
ranches, processing the meat as locally as possible, and then selling the beef directly to 
consumers in their communities.  Two of these ranchers include Clint McRae of Rocker 
Six Cattle Co. and Jay Taylor of Montaylor Farms.   

In the case of Forsyth, MT rancher Clint McRae, the customers came directly to him 
asking to buy his beef.  After that initial request ten years ago, McRae says things 
“snowballed” by word of mouth.  Jay Taylor, a rancher in Fallon, MT began direct-
marketing beef right from the start of his operation.  He says he saw a growing need for 
local beef within Montana and Wyoming.  He says this need was growing because 
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people increasingly did not want to go to the grocery store for their meat; they wanted to 
buy high quality, trustworthy meat with a story behind it.    

Even though there is high demand for locally-produced beef, ranchers are facing 
several challenges in trying to make local beef available for consumers.  Both McRae 
and Taylor express similar frustrations with processing infrastructure and logistics, as 
well as consumer knowledge and preferences.   

By far one of the biggest challenges to local, direct-marketed beef is processing.  
Currently, ranchers like McRae and Taylor are facing a lack of processing facilities.  
Facilities are either not inspected at a high enough level, are too far away, or are so 
small they cannot handle the amount of beef needed to make ranchers like McRae and 
Taylor profitable.  The demand for processing plants is high, but processing plants are 
few and far between.  

This small number of processing facilities also contributes to logistics issues.  When 
ranchers keep their calves on their land and sell them locally, they often “finish” or fatten 
those calves on grass.  As McRae explained, these grass-fattened cattle are seasonal; 
they are only able to be slaughtered in spring and fall.  This causes problems for the 
small, local processing plants that can only handle so much beef at one time.  When 
everyone wants to process their cattle at the same time, the small processing plants 
simply cannot handle the amount of product ranchers want to bring through the plant.   

The small number of processing plants, as well as the small size of those plants, causes 
problems for ranchers.  While there may not be many producers direct-marketing local 
beef, there are enough ranchers wishing to process a few cattle that it creates a large 
demand for the processing facilities in the region.  McRae says the processing facility 
he uses gets booked up four months in advance.  This poses additional challenges 
because he must try to gauge how much beef he will be able to sell four months before 
he will have the product.   

Additionally, to make local, direct-marketed beef worthwhile, ranchers must produce a 
certain amount of beef (Taylor says in the 100-head range to make money).  However, 
the small processing facilities currently in place cannot handle the amount of beef 
necessary to make local, direct-marketed beef a viable source of income for ranchers.    

Regulations also pose a problem for processing local beef.  Both McRae and Taylor 
mentioned that to sell beef out of state, the plant where the beef is processed must be 
federally inspected.  This has been inhibiting to both ranchers as they try to reach more 
consumers.  Small processors generally do not have incentive to become federally 
inspected – the process is not feasible or useful for most small-scale facilities.  McRae 
and Taylor both explained that regulations in general – meant for large-scale packing 
plants – are often a challenge for small processors.  The two ranchers both proposed 
that processing regulations should be modified for small processors to better fit with the 
needs, structure, and limitations of these smaller facilities.   
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McRae also stated that politics are a large factor in the processing plant issues, and a 
reason why regulations are often so particularly challenging for small processors.  
Politics are also why it will be difficult to modify regulations.  McRae says that big 
packing companies do not want little packing companies; big processing facilities have 
in fact driven out smaller facilities.  

Because there are so few plants that they can use, ranchers like McRae and Taylor 
spend a large portion of their profit on transportation to processing facilities.  A driving 
idea behind local beef is that it cuts out many of the middle men associated with 
traditional beef production, marketing, and distribution.  By cutting out middle men, local 
direct-marketed beef provides a higher profit for producers and a better deal for 
consumers.  Local direct-marketed beef is currently providing these benefits, and more 
local processing infrastructure would continue to make local beef more economically 
desirable.  

Another set of challenges for local beef in Eastern Montana comes from the consumer.  
While consumer demand is the driving force behind the increase in local beef 
production, consumers also pose challenges to ranchers.   

Similar to the processing issues that go along with grass-fattened local beef, consumers 
do not yet understand that local beef is seasonal.  McRae and Taylor expressed 
frustrations with consumers wanting to purchase cuts of beef year-round.  McRae says 
that once he explains to his customers that grass-fattened beef is seasonal like fruit, 
and that it cannot be falsely ripened in the winter, they do begin to understand.  This 
shows that an important part of increasing local beef production and consumption in 
Eastern Montana will be educating consumers.  

Education will also help consumers adjust to other aspects of a local beef system.  For 
example, it makes the most sense for ranchers to sell their beef by the whole or half 
cow.  Consumers will need to be willing to learn how to cook with all cuts of beef, not 
just the steak and the ground beef like many are used to.  Additionally, food storage 
habits will need to be changed since purchasing local beef by the whole or half cow 
requires more freezer space than most consumers have.  McRae says that many 
people do not have freezers that are big enough for a two-year-old steer.    

Another challenge producers face regarding consumers is the consumers’ perceptions 
and values.  Taylor says that for local beef to really take off, consumers need to start 
thinking differently.  He wants consumers to question whether driving 150 miles to 
Costco to buy beef is really worth it; he wants them to think about the possibility that 
beef bought locally might cost the same in the long run.   

Additionally, consumers could become more aware of the non-monetary benefits of 
local beef; benefits such as nutrition, taste, and a relationship with their rancher.  Local 
beef could also help to build up and strengthen communities by keeping more of the 
dollar spent on meat within the community.   
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However, as Taylor puts it, “Eastern Montana is tough.”  In the heart of the proud beef-
producing country, perceptions are hard to change.  Eastern Montanans do not yet have 
the “foodie” values seen in the Western part of the state, and they may never want to 
acquire those values.  This could be the ultimate challenge to local beef in Eastern 
Montana.  However, ranchers like McRae and Taylor could solve this challenge by 
appealing to different values, values that are more important to Eastern Montanans.  
These values include trust (having a direct relationship between producer and 
consumer builds trust and accountability), and the desire and need for greater access to 
nutritious, great-tasting food.   

Eastern Montana is also a challenge due to the dispersed nature of the population in 
that region.  Generally, a concentration of people with similar values demanding local 
food is necessary for a local food movement to expand.  In Eastern Montana, this 
concentration just does not exist.     

Even though McRae and Taylor face many challenges, there are still benefits to selling 
local beef.  Both McRae and Taylor discussed the idea of trust, and how important trust 
is to both themselves and the consumer.  Consumers are feeling increasingly in the 
dark about their food, and local beef provides an opportunity for consumers to get to 
know their farmer and feel confident that their food is healthy and safe.  The 
relationships built between producer and consumer are also important, and was 
McRae’s number one benefit from selling local beef.  Producers also gain economic 
benefits by selling their beef locally; they can generally receive a higher profit since 
most of the middle men are cut out in a direct-marketed scenario.   

Another potential benefit of local, direct-marketed beef is the potential for increased 
economic diversification and resilience.  If local direct-marketed beef were to become 
widespread in the region, the processing facilities necessary for that growth could help 
to increase the economic diversity and resiliency of Eastern Montana.   

Local, direct-marketed beef provides great opportunities for producers, consumers, and 
their communities; opportunities for increased income and health, as well as increased 
community development, diversification, and resilience.  However, producers face many 
challenges.  These challenges must be addressed through increased research, support, 
and interest if producers are to provide healthy, accountable beef that consumers trust 
and that provides better livelihoods for those producers.   
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Winnett’s Local Beef in the School Program 
“In the best beef country in the world, why are we feeding kids soy burgers off a truck?” 

So asked Charlie Ahlgren, rancher, father, school board member, and founding member 
of the Local Beef in the Schools program in Winnett, Montana.   

For years, Ahlgren observed a frustrating fact; as he and others in his community were 
producing high quality beef, the community’s kids were being fed food – particularly 
meat – that didn’t satisfy them, food that they sometimes did not want to eat.  Ahlgren’s 
children would often come home after school complaining that they were hungry.  

For kids in Winnett – who are busy with 4-H animals, farm chores, and sports – school 
is where they eat a lot of their food.  Ahlgren realized that the food being offered at 
school was not adequate to meet this need.   

Ahlgren and other concerned parents began to do some research into the food that was 
being brought into their children’s school.  They found that much of the food was not 
what it was labeled to be – food was misleading and sub-par.  They were particularly 
frustrated when they found that the government-provided beef was not 100% meat, but 
instead included soy.   

That was when Ahlgren and others reached a tipping point.   

“Millions of the highest quality cattle leave the county, why are we shipping in low quality 
beef? Why aren’t we letting our kids access it [high-quality Eastern Montana beef]?” 
asked Ahlgren.   

In the winter of this year, he and others decided to change that.   

Drawing inspiration from schools in the region that had local beef programs, Ahlgren 
and the newly formed Local Beef in the Schools committee formed a program that 
would keep some of that high-quality beef in their community and provide more 
nutritious, accountable food for their children.  

The results – so far – have been a great success. 

The program operates through donations.  Since winter of this year, four ranchers have 
each donated a beef to the program.  This is a win for both the ranchers and the school; 
the ranchers get a full tax write-off for the donated beef, and the school pays only for 
processing the cattle.   

The program has received such an overwhelmingly positive response from the 
community that there is now a waiting list to donate beef to the school – a waiting list of 
17 ranchers.  The school only needs four beef for the fall.   

Ranchers are not the only community members excited to play a part in the Local Beef 
in the Schools program.  Wheat producers in the region reached out to Ahlgren and the 
committee and offered to donate grain to fatten cattle that are to be donated to the 
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school program.  Other community members simply want to donate cash to the Local 
Beef in the Schools fund.   

The most important indicator of success has been the students.  According to Ahlgren, 
the beef was well-received by the kids, and, in fact, more students are now eating lunch 
on campus.  Ahlgren says that everyone – from students to school staff-members to 
ranchers – is now proud and excited about the beef in the schools.   

Of course, the Winnett Local Beef in the Schools has faced some challenges.  Finding 
inspected processing facilities has been the greatest challenge.  There are not many 
processors in the region that are qualified to process beef for schools.  Processors must 
be state USDA inspected if they are to handle meat that will go into schools.  For 
Winnett, the closest inspected facilities are in Huntley and Miles City. 

Ahlgren says he would love to see more local, inspected processors.  If there were, the 
Local Beef program’s transportation costs would decrease, making the program even 
more cost-effective for the school. 

As of right now, the program ships their donated cattle in a trailer to a processor in Miles 
City.  The beef is then stored in a large freezer space in Jordan, MT, since the Winnett 
school does not have the capacity to store all the meat.   

Ahlgren also sees increased local packing facilities as a potential boon to the 
community at a broader scale.  Currently, there is an extremely high demand by 
Montanans for Montana-produced beef.  Ahlgren witnessed 535 lbs. of beef sell in his 
region on Facebook for $4/lb. in 24 hours.  He says demand is so high, producers could 
charge even more for beef if they sold it in Billings or Helena.  Montanans want beef.  
They now increasingly want to know where it comes from as well.   

Paralleling this high demand, Ahlgren says that beef producers are taking heavy losses 
on income by shipping away their calves in the fall.  In this current system, feeders and 
packers get most of the profit.  However, in this system, Ahlgren sees opportunity for 
himself and his community.  He says he would love to get back to not selling calves in 
the fall, instead holding onto them until they are yearlings and process them in the 
region.  This would bring greater profits to ranchers, and provide community members 
with the beef they are demanding.  The only thing stopping Ahlgren is the lack of 
processing facilities.   

With the current infrastructure, the cost and logistics of processing beef are simply too 
inhibitive.  There is currently not enough infrastructure to handle all the beef in the 
region in the seasonally fluctuating stream that it would come in.       

Even though he and others like him face these challenges, Ahlgren remains 
enthusiastic about the potential of local food in his community.  Ahlgren say he would 
like to see his community produce “80-90% of the food kids are eating” in the schools.  
And with the community’s positive attitudes and willing support, that may be a goal they 
can begin to reach for.  The Winnett Farm-to-Table program can now start applying for 
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grants for a greenhouse to grow vegetables for the school, and for a freezer so the 
school can store more of its own beef.   

However, Ahlgren says another challenge for the Local Beef in the School program is 
organization – the need for somebody to “take the reins and not look back.”  Ahlgren 
hopes that others in his community will continue to step up and help to bring more local 
food into the schools.    

The Winnett Local Beef in the School program is set to continue during the next school 
year after a successful trial year.  Ahlgren attributed the success of the program to the 
positive response of the community.  He says that the program “is successful because 
everyone is so on board.”  The response, enthusiasm, and willingness of community 
members, ranchers, and students to participate in the program has helped to build the 
program and make it so successful.  In particular, Ahlgren noted that running the 
program would be a much greater challenge if the school cook was not on board.  
However, Ahlgren says she has been willing and excited to participate in the program.   

When prompted to speak about why everyone is so excited and willing to participate in 
the Local Beef in the School program, Ahlgren explained that everyone has some tie to 
the school.  He says that the community sees the program impacting and benefiting the 
kids, and this helps to unite the community behind that common goal.  He says the 
Local Beef program is something that the community is proud of, and proud to do their 
part for.  According to Ahlgren, it is fairly simple: “everyone in small communities wants 
to do good things.”    

It appears as if this statement is proving true in Ahlgren’s region, as many communities 
around Winnett are also experiencing success with their own Beef-to-School programs.  
Local Beef-to-School programs are becoming more and more popular in a region where 
it has been a challenge for the local food movement to gain momentum, indicating that 
local food may in fact become viable in that region.   

If local food is in fact going to become viable in Eastern Montana, the movement should 
learn some lessons from the success of the Winnett Local Beef in the Schools program.  
Catering to the values already held by community members in the region – such as their 
belief that they produce the best food in the world, and the desire for accountability and 
trust – helps to build investment in and enthusiasm for local food.  Additionally, the local 
food movement could be enhanced by capitalizing on Ahlgren’s belief that “everyone in 
small communities wants to do good things.”   

After such a successful first year, Ahlgren is hopeful and excited about the future of the 
Winnett Local Beef in the Schools program and similar programs across the region.  
After listening to Ahlgren speak, it is clear that it is programs like these – programs that 
are embedded in the community and involve and excite community members – that will 
ultimately make the most difference.         

	



 
Eastern Montana Local Food Systems 

 
 

16 

Glendive Farm-to-Table  
“Right now, Eastern Montana is like a third world country.  We produce a product that is 
shipped out, then food is shipped back in.”   

This was how Bruce Smith, Dawson County Extension agent in Glendive, Montana, 
described the current food system in his region. Smith is working to change that reality 
by leading the charge to build a local food system in Eastern Montana. 

“It’s logical,” he says of having a local food system in the region.  Smith speaks 
passionately about all the benefits a local food system could provide for Eastern 
Montana, a region that is in need of economic development, diversification, resilience, 
support, and revitalization.  Smith, and a handful of others, believe a local food system 
could provide all of that for the region.  Smith thinks it also simply makes sense.  

According to Smith, 72.8% of food Montanans eat could be produced in the state.  
(Currently, about 10% of the food eaten in Montana comes from within the state.)  If 
Montana were to capitalize on this, the potential profit from local food production in the 
state is estimated to be $2.7 billion.  Smith sees this as a huge opportunity to produce 
and eat more food in-state; an opportunity that could bring benefits to the health and 
economies of the communities of Eastern Montana.  

Economic benefits are one of the main factors that Smith promotes about an Eastern 
Montana local food system.  Of these benefits, keeping money in the community is 
extremely important.  In a local food system, money spent on food would be kept 
circulating within the community, instead of leaving the community as it currently is.  
According to Smith, “spending on food is sucking life out of the community.”   

Instead of “sucking life out of the community,” a local food system would bring life to the 
community by keeping the money spent by consumers within the community.  Spending 
locally increases the “multiplier effect.”  The multiplier effect refers to how many times a 
dollar is recirculated within a local economy.  Studies have shown that there are 
benefits to circulating money within a local economy, including the generation of 
additional local spending and an increase in local wealth.  When money is spent on 
local business and local products, more money is returned to the local economy.  This 
can help to increase the health and stability of a community’s economy.   

In addition to the economic benefits of keeping money within the community, a local 
food system would help to build and diversify the local economy.  This would mainly be 
seen through the increase in infrastructure necessary for a local food system.  Smith 
has been working hard to turn his ideas for local food infrastructure into reality, but he 
has faced many challenges.  More on these challenges in a moment.    

Part of Smith’s reasoning for a local food system being more logical is that currently 
food transportation is environmentally and economically wasteful.  “Transportation is a 
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waste.  If demand [for local food] was here, it would all be here,” meaning transportation 
would not be such an issue and waste.   

Smith also spoke about the food security benefits of an Eastern Montana local food 
system.  He believes that the current system is not a secure or sustainable one.  
According to Smith, “all Montanans live in a food desert.”  According to him, Montanans 
are three days away from being in a food disaster.  Going along with his idea that local 
food systems are simply logical, Smith believes Montanans need a way to feed 
themselves if a disaster were to occur.     

The food security of the region is also affected by the current, conventional food supply 
chain.  Smith says that “eastern Montana is at the end of the food tunnel.”  The region 
ships out food – generally in the form of wheat, or other grains, and beef – and the food 
they receive back into the community is of low quality.  Local food systems could 
provide higher-quality food for the region.  

And Eastern Montana is certainly in need of higher-quality, higher-quantity, fresh, 
nutritious food.  The fresh food benefits of an enhanced local food system are already 
evident through the two farmers’ markets located in Glendive.  These markets are 
sometimes the only places for citizens of Glendive to purchase fresh, whole foods.  An 
enhanced local food system would provide even greater access to high-quality food.   

Many are skeptical that Eastern Montana could produce enough fresh fruits and 
vegetables to feed itself.  However, Smith says that – based on “growing degree days” – 
“the best place to grow fruits and vegetables in Montana is Miles City and Glendive” 
(both located in the eastern part of the state).  Smith also mentioned that “truck 
gardens” (small-scale vegetable farms) were common in this region during World War II.  
Not only possible for Glendive to satisfy its fresh food needs, it has been accomplished 
before.  



 
Eastern Montana Local Food Systems 

 
 

18 

 
Glendive Community Garden 

 

Another potential benefit of an Eastern Montana local food system is an enhanced 
sense of community, and a greater care for community members and consumers.  
According to Smith, “big food companies do not have consumers’ best interest in mind.  
They’re there to make money.”  Because it is embedded within the community, a local 
food system is more responsive to the people in the community.  The community is the 
food system; the people producing the food are directly interacting with the community, 
so it would be in their best interest to have the community members’ interests and well-
being in mind.   

Smith could talk about the benefits of a local food system all day.  But he could also talk 
forever about the challenges to building that food system.  Smith has been working for 
over a decade to create a local food movement in Glendive and Eastern Montana.  As 
he knew it would be, though, this task has been anything but easy.   

The first challenge Smith has faced is the rural, dispersed nature of the population in 
Eastern Montana.  Because there are so few people – 89,000 in the 16 counties in 
Eastern Montana – and because they are so spread out, getting any momentum going 
on a movement is hard.  Movements need concentrations of like-minded people, and 
not only are people not yet like-minded about local food, they are also spread out over a 
large region.  Producers also need concentrations of consumers if they are to have 
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incentive to market locally.  Without a concentration of consumers, producers have little 
incentive to market locally in Eastern Montana.     

Another challenge Smith and others working on local food in Glendive run into is the 
culture and values of Eastern Montanans.  According to Caitlin Cromwell, a community 
organizer for Northern Plains Resource Council, there is a different culture of “getting 
involved” in Glendive.  According to Cromwell, people in Eastern Montana are less 
familiar with getting something done to make a change than people in Billings or 
Bozeman, for example.  Cromwell says there is a “rural politeness” present in the 
region; a sort of satisfaction or contentment with the way things are.  In her experience, 
Cromwell gets the sense that people feel that they cannot – and maybe should not – try 
to change the way things are in their communities.   

Cromwell also mentioned that things tend to operate at a slow pace in Eastern 
Montana.  In Cromwell’s experience, individuals in the region are slow to trust, and slow 
to gain acceptance of outsiders or new ideas.  This can make creating and spreading a 
movement challenging.  And once a movement has begun to be organized, Cromwell 
says even the speed of work is slower.   

For Smith, Cromwell, and the handful of others working to build a local food system in 
Glendive and the greater region, not only will they have to build infrastructure, they will 
have to build and shape culture and values as well.   

Culture and values can be shaped through a greater understanding of the benefits of a 
local food system.  However, one of Smith’s greatest challenges is relaying those 
benefits to community members.  He says that people have not yet grasped the 
community development potential of a local food system.  He believes that for demand 
for local food to increase, people must understand the benefits of a local food system, 
and how it could be better for them than the current, conventional food system.   

Smith hopes that if people understood and desired the benefits of a local food system, 
building that system up to a useful, meaningful scale would be more likely to happen.  
Right now, Smith has endless ideas, and several projects on the ground in Glendive.  
But he can only provide so much for the community.  Smith wants community members 
to start taking an interest; utilizing the resources he’s trying to give them, demanding 
change of their own and then going out and creating that change.  Smith has been 
hoping that “if you build it they will come” will work for local food in Glendive.  However, 
he is realizing that the reality may be more like “if they come things will be built.”     

So how does one get people to demand a local food system? Smith has been working 
on this question, and he believes education is key.  He has been working to educate his 
community on the benefits of local food, and has tried to show them a taste of what a 
local food system could look like and provide for the community.  An example of his 
efforts is the Glendive Farm-to-Table store.  The store is not only a part of the local food 
system in Glendive, it is also a way to raise awareness of local food.   
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The brightly decorated Farm-to-Table store is nestled in the corner of the Eastern Plains 
Events Center building in Glendive.  The store is filled with locally produced bulk grains 
and beans, locally raised meat and eggs, and food products made locally from locally-
grown crops.  The store is also filled with information – from information on where those 
sausages or bulk lentils originated, to information about the benefits of local food.   

 

 

Glendive Farm-to-Table store 

 

Smith hopes exposure to local food and local food products will increase demand for 
local food within the community.  However, increasing the amount of local food available 
within the community would certainly be easier – and may only happen – if there was 
more demand for local food.  So far throughout the rest of the United States, local food 
movements have been built because the consumers hold certain values – values that 
drive them to demand local food, values that cause them to be willing to seek out and 
purchase local food.  These values include a sense of social and environmental 
obligation, as well as valuing the healthy benefits of local food.   

Eastern Montana is a little different than the other regions that have traditionally 
experienced a growth in local food.  Eastern Montanans generally do not hold the same 
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values as people in metropolitan areas, and Eastern Montanans may never hold those 
values.  So is it even possible to build a local food system without community members 
holding the values that have traditionally driven local food movements in the 
metropolitan regions of the country?  

Smith thinks maybe the values of Eastern Montanans could be changed or altered to 
include some of the traditional “local food values.”  He is hoping to do that through his 
education, and through resources like the Farm-to-Table store, Food Development 
Center shared commercial kitchen, and community garden. 

Another possibility is that new values do not need to be created.  Maybe Smith and 
Cromwell just need to focus on and speak to the values that people in Glendive already 
possess.       

Currently, the primary reason people in Glendive – or anywhere in Eastern Montana – 
purchase local food is because of necessity.  When talking with shoppers at the 
farmers’ markets in Glendive, one will find that the customers’ main reason for shopping 
there is almost always because the markets are the only place for them to purchase 
fresh, nutritious, better-tasting produce.  Smith hopes that the Farm-to-Table store will 
similarly become a place where people go to shop because of necessity.  Part of the 
reason people may begin to shop at the store out of necessity is that they will realize 
that buying bulk from the local store is much more cost effective than driving all the way 
to Costco to purchase food that is not providing economic and health benefits, and that 
may even cost more money.   

Focusing on the values already held by community members in Glendive could 
hopefully get their foot in the door and open their eyes to local food.  As they purchase 
more and more food out of necessity, community members may begin to gain the other 
values traditionally associated with local food movements, values that will propel the 
Eastern Montana local food movement even further.   

In addition to values and culture, community members’ mindsets about food and 
cooking will need to be changed as well.  Becoming open to different varieties of fruits 
and vegetables is one of the first steps for consumers to take, according to Smith.  
Smith also says a key part of building the local food system in Glendive is having people 
learn how to prepare and cook with all parts and pieces of meat and produce.  He calls 
this “hoof to tail” and “root to stem” cooking.   

One of Smith’s ideas for teaching the community how to prepare local food is to start a 
culinary arts program at Dawson Community College (located in Glendive).  He wants to 
empower students to cook, teach them how to prepare local food, and provide them 
with the skills they need to play an important role in the Eastern Montana local food 
system.  The culinary arts program would not only create demand for local food, it would 
also help to produce students that could fill a need for the local food system.  That need 
is for more food processors and butchers.   
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As he is trying to build the Eastern Montana local food system, Smith is running into the 
problem of not having enough people with the skill sets needed to help make a local 
food system function.  A local food system requires people who are skilled in cooking 
and butchering.  Smith hopes the culinary arts program would give community members 
those skills.  These skills would, in turn, provide job opportunities for community 
members, in addition to furthering the local food movement. 

An important aspect of the culinary arts program would be a farm-to-table restaurant 
located in downtown Glendive.  Smith’s vision is for students of the culinary program to 
participate in internships at the restaurant as part of their education.  The farm-to-table 
restaurant would also be a place for farmers and ranchers to sell their products to, and 
would help to promote local food to the community.   

 

 
Farm-to-Table project concept.  Image credit: Bruce Smith 
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For now, both the culinary arts program and the farm-to-table restaurant are still just two 
of Smith’s visionary ideas.  Smith says they came close to making the culinary program 
a reality; they had everything set, and then the instructor fell through at the last moment.   

That seems to be the story for the local food movement in Eastern Montana; a project 
will build up, but then just not quite happen.  There are many reasons for this.  Lack of 
broad demand, attention, and interest on the part of the community is a main one.  This 
creates a lack of interest and momentum needed to propel projects and the movement 
as a whole, and can cause burn out in the few people who are doing all the work to 
build the local food system.   

Funding, or lack thereof, is also a primary factor in the success or failure of local food 
projects.  Both Smith and Cromwell commented on the fact that it is difficult to obtain 
funding for projects in their region.  Because the region has such a small population, 
government tends to not pay it much attention or give it much weight.  Not only is it hard 
to secure funding because of the small population, it is also difficult to get money for 
infrastructure projects.  Unfortunately, infrastructure is the biggest need for enhancing 
the Eastern Montana local food system.  An increase in funding and support would be 
one of the best ways to bolster the local food movement.   

Even though the movement faces so many challenges and setbacks, Smith continues to 
work hard to come up with new ideas to build a local food system.  Along with the Farm-
to-Table store, shared commercial kitchen, Prairie Home Cuisine and Western Trails 
brands, business incubator program, community garden, and farmers’ markets, and the 
vision for a culinary arts program and farm-to-table restaurant, Smith hopes to establish 
a food hub in Glendive.  Smith sees this food hub as being key to establishing a robust 
and sustainable local food system in Eastern Montana and Western North Dakota.  The 
food hub would take burdens for marketing and distribution off of growers, and facilitate 
greater distribution of local food and local food products to consumers in the region.  

A local food system could have numerous benefits for Eastern Montana – from 
economic diversification and increased job opportunities, to greater food security and 
access to fresh, nutritious foods.  As Bruce Smith explains, the region has the capability 
to produce the majority of its food, making a local food system a logical tool to increase 
the well-being of communities in Eastern Montana.  It is certainly not an easy task; from 
a lack of consumer demand to a lack of funding for infrastructure projects, Smith faces 
many challenges.  But the belief in the fact that local food is simply logical for Eastern 
Montana keeps Smith and others working hard to create a meaningful, sustainable local 
food system in the region.   
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This discussion is organized around the project’s guiding questions (see insert 1.) 
 
 
What is the current state of local food in Eastern Montana? What aspects of a 
local food system are present in the region currently? 
 
The current local food system is small in Eastern Montana, however, there are several 
actors in the region who are involved in local food.  Some beef producers are beginning 
to direct-market their meat to consumers, are there are a couple processing facilities 
that are a part of this short beef supply chain.  Some schools are becoming involved 
with local beef as well by implementing “Local Beef to School” programs.   

Farmers’ markets are also present in the region.  These markets are occurring out of 
necessity, as market gardeners need a way to make additional income from extra 
produce and consumers need a source of fresh, nutritious fruits and vegetables.   

An organization dedicated to promoting and enhancing the local food system of Eastern 
Montana is another local food actor in the region.  This “Farm-to-Table” program is 
centered in Glendive, Montana, and is primarily run by Dawson County extension agent 
Bruce Smith.  This organization plays an important role in its region’s small local food 
movement by providing places for producers to market their goods, and by educating 
consumers and producers about local food.  The organization also works to obtain 
funding for infrastructure and other projects.  One of the main goals of “Farm-to-Table” 
is to establish a Food Hub for Eastern Montana and Western North Dakota. 

Aspects of a traditional local food system that are present in Eastern Montana include 
producers, consumers, a handful of processors, and a few advocates.  For the local 
food system to grow and be sustainable, more of all these actors are needed.  
Specifically, consumers who value and demand local food are especially important, as 
well as additional processors.    

 

 

 

 

IV  Discussion 
 



 
Eastern Montana Local Food Systems 

 
 

25 

What are successes Eastern Montana local food system actors have 
experienced? What are challenges these actors have faced? How are they 
working around and solving those challenges?  

Local food system actors in Eastern Montana have experienced some successes.  
“Local Beef-to-School” programs have experienced some of the greatest success in the 
region.  This is due to the support and enthusiasm for those programs on the part of the 
community members.  The programs are also a better deal financially for small, rural 
schools, and this contributes to the success as well.   

Local, direct-marketed beef producers see a high demand for their product.  However, 
they face many challenges with processing their beef.  The lack of processing 
infrastructure is strongly inhibiting local, direct-marketed beef in the region.  

The Glendive Farm-to-Table organization has experienced some successes in its Farm-
to-Table store and local bulk grains brands.  The organization is also successful in 
generating ideas for local food system enhancement in the region, however, they face 
many challenges in implementing those ideas.  Lack of funding for projects, especially 
infrastructure projects, continues to be a challenge.  The small, dispersed populations of 
the region is also a barrier, as is the lack of demand and enthusiasm for local on the 
part of consumers.  The Farm-to-Table organization is attempting to solve these 
challenges by continuing to educate community members about local food.     

 

What are opportunities for local food system enhancement in the region? Are 
there barriers to local food system enhancement that are unique to the region?  

Consumers in Eastern Montana are increasingly looking for food they can trust.  This is 
an opportunity for local food in the region, since local food is characteristically more 
accountable than food obtained from conventional supply chains.   

Another opportunity is the amount of food that can be grown in the region, and the 
economic benefits that go along with that.  72.8% of the food Montanans eat could be 
produced in the state, and Eastern Montana in particular has a history of producing 
fruits and vegetables, in addition to grains and cattle.  Eastern Montana has the 
capacity to help feed itself, the region just needs more processors and more consumers 
who value and demand local food.  Through feeding itself, Eastern Montana could 
experience economic benefits as money circulates within the region.  This is an 
opportunity for communities in the region to diversify and become more resilient.   

There are several barriers to local food system enhancement that are unique to Eastern 
Montana.  The first is the rural, dispersed nature of the population.  This poses 
challenges to building and spreading the local food movement in the region, and to 
building a solid customer base.   
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The majority of consumers have yet to highly value and demand local food.  Local food 
systems are largely driven by consumer values and demand.  Local food system actors 
in the region must cater to values held by consumers, and these values are unique to 
the region.  Consumers in Eastern Montana value affordable, fresh food that they can 
trust.  Access to fresh food and accountability are two values that could play a key role 
in developing the local food system of Eastern Montana.   

A final major barrier to local food system enhancement that is unique to Eastern 
Montana is a lack of funding.  This is primarily due to Eastern Montana’s low population.  
Additionally, funding is primarily needed to infrastructure, however, it is difficult to obtain 
funding for infrastructure in any region, let alone one with a low population.  These two 
factors make funding a key barrier to local food system enhancement in Eastern 
Montana.   

 

Could an enhanced local food system positively impact communities in Eastern 
Montana (i.e. through increased resilience, diversification, economic 
development, human welfare enhancement)?  

If the barriers to local food system enhancement can be overcome, it is likely that a local 
food system would positively impact communities in Eastern Montana.  To what degree 
of impact is debatable and hard to predict, however.   

Positive impacts could include strengthened local economies, which could lead to 
healthier, more resilient communities.  The infrastructure necessary for a local food 
system would provide diversification for communities that have traditionally relied solely 
on agriculture and energy production for income.   

Human health benefits, due to greater access to fresh foods, would also likely be 
experienced in an enhanced local food system.  While harder to quantify and describe, 
a heightened sense of community may be produced through a local food system.  Many 
of the individuals interviewed for this project commented on the importance of 
community, and stories of success were often due to community members’ involvement 
and enthusiasm.   

 

Conclusion  

While there are aspects of a local food system present in Eastern Montana, continued 
enhancement is needed to build a system that is sustainable and of a more meaningful 
scale.  Challenges unique to the region pose barriers to individuals and organizations 
who are attempting to operate in and enhance the local food system.  Overcoming 
these challenges will require increased infrastructure and funding.  Catering to values 
held by consumers in the region will also help to overcome barriers and promote local 
food.  If individuals and organizations are able to work around the challenges they face, 
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an enhanced local food system has the potential to strengthen local economies, 
increase human and environmental health, and increase the resiliency of communities 
in Eastern Montana.     
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