Ravalli County Community Food Assessment - - - Institution Survey 


Summary
Facilities

In order to compile as complete a list of institutions as possible, we used the following sources: phonebook, 2-1-1 website (website with emergency resources at the county level), and a list of licensed homes from the Montana Department of Public Health and Human Services (DPHHS).  Many institutions were willing to participate in a one-on-one interview (mostly in person).  


In all, we surveyed 25 institutions in Ravalli County, ranging from large scale facilities to private-home services.  The institutions include five group homes (one of which specified “transitional”), eight daycares (including one “group,” three “family,” and one “drop-in”), a detention center, a hospital, and the Council on Aging (an organization that caters senior meals through Meals on Wheels and congregate meals).  We also surveyed eight facilities that care for seniors, which collectively include three nursing homes, six assisted living facilities, and two retirement homes.
  Sixty percent, or 15 of the 25 facilities, are located in Hamilton, with four of the surveyed institutions in Stevensville, four in Corvallis, and one in each Victor and Florence.

Over half of the institutions surveyed have four or less paid kitchen staff, including eight facilities with one kitchen staff (or one staff member in general).  The largest kitchen staff employees 16; see Table 1 for details.  Four respondents specifically mentioned that their staff does everything, including kitchen duties (so total number of general staff is listed).  In one facility the residents cook for themselves.  Institutions also told whether their staff includes a nutritionist.  As can be seen in Figure 1, 60% (15) of the institutions do not have a nutritionist or dietician on staff, and one respondent answered “not with a degree.”  The remaining 40% is split in half, as five facilities have their own dietician (or use a consultant) and four facilities access dietitians through external food programs.
 
	No. of paid kitchen staff
	No. of institutions

	1
	8

	2-4
	6

	5-8
	4

	9-12
	3

	13-16
	3
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Figure 1


While over half of the institutions do not have dieticians, nearly all institutions do have a nutrition or food policy (14 institutions directly answered yes and another nine made comments indicating that they do have some type of policy).  Half of the institutions with a nutrition policy (12 out of 23) mentioned following guidelines from external food/nutrition programs, such as the USDA, the state, or non-profit organizations like Willow Creek Nutrition Program, Inc.  Other food policy comments include: watching for dietary needs (six), serving fresh food (four), and serving home-cooked or “non-institutionalized” food (three).
Meals


Fifteen institutions (60%) serve meals seven days a week while nine serve meals five to six days a week and one serves food three days a week.  A vast majority (over four-fifths) of the institutions serve at least two meals a day (some also provide snacks).  The breakdown is listed in Table 2 below.  When taking into account the number of clients, the number of plates served daily ranged from nine to 273 plus snacks.
  
	No. of meals
	3 meals
	2 meals
	1 meal

	
	snacks
	No snacks
	snacks
	no snacks
	snacks 
	no snacks

	No. of institutions
	6
	8
	4
	1
	1
	2



Table 2

The three most popular dishes vary almost as much as do the total number of plates served daily.  Favorites consist of various chicken dishes (10, including: rice and chicken, chicken nuggets, and fried); pasta (10, mostly  spaghetti, also noodles, pasta with hamburger, chicken Alfredo); and various meats (eight, including: meat and potatoes, barbeque ribs, prime ribs, roast beef, meat loaf, brats and liver, pot roast).  Other common responses are included in Figure 2. 
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Figure 2

In addition to meals, 20% of the institutions offer a salad bar daily.  Eleven facilities do not have a salad bar but do serve salad, some everyday and others once and awhile.  One person said that s/he serves lots of salads, including non-lettuce salads, mentioning that “greens can impact blood thinner readings.” 

Kitchen Capacity


None of the institutions uses a caterer except for occasional parties; thus, all the meals are prepared onsite.  Luckily, nearly all the institutions (23 out of 25) have kitchen facilities that adequately meet their current needs, though several commented that the kitchen could be bigger.  When asked what additional equipment the facilities would need to be able to fully prepare, store, and serve meals from fresh products on site, about one-third of the institutions said dry good storage space and about one-quarter said more stainless steel counter space, large freezer, and walk-in cooler.  No one needs a commercial dishwasher.  Table 3 lists all the responses.
	Additional Equipment
	No. of Responses
	Additional Equipment
	No. of Responses

	Dry Goods Storage Space
	8
	Larger Cafeteria
	5

	Large Freezer
	6
	Large Oven
	4

	More Stainless Steel Counters
	6
	Large Sinks
	4

	Walk-in Cooler
	6
	Large Stovetop
	4

	Food Processing Equipment
	5
	Commercial Dishwasher
	0


Table 3

On average, 63.3% of the meals that the institutions prepare include fresh, non-processed food (not canned or frozen).  Individual facilities answered that from 25% to 100% of their meals include fresh food.  The most common answers were 30%, 50%, and 100% (four times each).  Respondents said that 0% to 65% of their food is pre-prepared (ready to heat and serve).  Half of the institutions use less than 10% pre-prepared food, including eight institutions that use none.  Finally, half of the institutions make at least 80% of their meals from scratch.  Answers ranged from 10% to 100% of meals.  Six institutions make all their meals from scratch and four institutions make less than half of their meals from scratch. 

Purchasing


Respondents were asked to name their three main food distributors and approximately what percentage of food comes from each distributor (most respondents divided 100% among the three).  Table 4 displays the most common distributors.  The “Other” category includes Bakery and Restaurant Foods, Inc. (B&R), the farmers’ market, a combination of Costco and Walmart (respondent did not say how much from either store individually), bulk food, and the Food Bank Network.  The table also shows how many institutions buy at least 1%, 10%, 25% etc of their food from each distributor.  Many institutions buy at least some of their food from Super1 (16) or Costco (12).  About half of the institutions buy at least 75% of their food from one source, mostly Super1, FSA, Costco, and Sysco.  
	No. of institutions that buy at least __% from … 
	1%
	10%
	25%
	50%
	75%
	90%
	100%

	Albertson’s
	4
	4
	1
	1
	0
	0
	0

	Costco
	12
	11
	9
	6
	2
	1
	0

	FSA
	5
	5
	4
	3
	3
	3
	2

	IGA
	4
	2
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0

	Local Grocery Stores
	6
	6
	4
	2
	1
	0
	0

	Other
	5
	5
	3
	1
	0
	0
	0

	Safeway
	3
	3
	1
	0
	0
	0
	0

	Super1
	16
	14
	11
	6
	4
	1
	0

	Sysco
	3
	3
	3
	3
	2
	2
	1

	Walmart
	4
	4
	2
	1
	0
	0
	0


Table 4 

As seen in Table 4, institutions call on a variety of suppliers for their food sources.  This idea is reinforced by the fact that 15 respondents have flexibility in their choice of suppliers.  Six do not.  Both those with flexibility and those without cited several factors related to their food source choices: A) adherence to contracts with specific distributors, B) a lack of variety of available food sources (limited number of local grocery stores, certain distributors not working with certain institutions), C) a need for food sources that are willing to work with specific billing or account systems, and D) program restrictions on what food can be purchased.

Food Service Directors have seen a variety of price increases from their distributors—from five to 50%, and in the case of some items, 100%.  Milk was the item most commonly cited as rising in price.  Excluding the specific items that doubled, the average total increase in food prices is about 21%. Many respondents blame fuel prices (18) and the economy (nine), as well as rising cost of grains/agriculture (four), for the food price increases.
  Regardless of who or what is responsible, few institutions are able to pass on the rising prices.  Some of the 21 that did not raise prices are either A) on a budget, B) on a contract, or C) getting reimbursed for meals and thus are not allowed to charge for food in the first place.  The few that did raise prices all say that clients understood and/or the price is still low enough.  Prices may need to rise, however, if the cost of food continues to increase.  Nine facilities would raise prices (or consider it) and 10 facilities would make changes or cuts, either in the food or in a different part of the program.  Other options include watching for sales, hoping that the food program would give higher reimbursement, and paying more for food.  Additionally, seven respondents in some way mentioned the word “budget”—the concern about going over budget, the need to stay within budget, the wish for a bigger budget.

Respondents gave a variety of answers as to how flexible their budgets are for buying locally.  Figure 3 shows the frequency of responses, as categorized into not very flexible, flexible (including “fair”), pretty flexible, very/really flexible. In general, institutions seem to be less flexible when it comes to buying food locally.
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Figure 3

In addition to those responses, some institutions gave answers that did not fall along the continuum: the need to stick to their budget, the need to meet requirements of a food program (including FDA approved foods), dependency on other circumstances (price of local food, time of year), price and environmental limitations, willingness to spend more than need to if buy from local stores, freedom to choose what respondent wants, and uncertainty about level of flexibility.
Thoughts on Local Food 

Though budgets are, for the most part, not very flexible for purchasing local food, sixteen institutions do serve some food produced in Ravalli County.
  Additionally, over four-fifths of the institutions that do serve local food (13 out of 16) have an interest in serving more, though a few did give conditions: “if more accessible,” “if there was a program where he could put in an order,” “as long as approved by USDA.”  

Institutions use a mix of local food items.  Nearly all institutions with local food serve vegetables (15) and many serve fruit (10).  Institutions also serve local meat (six), dairy (two), and other items including honey, fish, herbs, salsa, and cookie dough.  Respondents mentioned a plethora of specific produce items (corn, apples, and carrots, to name just a few); several people also specified that they use beef or bison. 

Local food comes from a variety of sources.  Ten of the 16 institutions buy from a farmers’ market, and half of those facilities get farmers’ markets coupons or get food donated from farmers’ market.  Eight institutions buy from local grocery stores (including three from Farmers’ Produce store), though not all groceries are produced in Ravalli County.  Five buy from individual farmers, three institutions grow their own food (one of which uses the community garden), and two buy from Hamilton Packing Company. All of the institutions have to pick up at least some of the food though two have some delivered as well. The majority (14) use local food during the local growing season while two use food year round (one respondent said s/he freezes). One institution is not allowed to can or freeze due to licensing, hence food is only used in season. 

The majority of institutions that serve local food (13) do not publicized that they do so, though at one institution clients’ families are aware.  In addition, about two-thirds of the respondents say that patrons have not expressed interest about local food, though some residents notice if the food is fresh or enjoy getting involved with local food—shopping and learning about food grown in the area.  One-quarter of the respondents said their clients would be willing to pay a higher price for local food.  Five respondents said that their clients are not able to pay more, or the facility budget does not permit higher costs. 

Food service directors were also asked about organic food.
  Institutions have slightly more interest in finding a source for organics than in paying more, as Figure 4 shows.  Ten respondents would like to have a source for organic foods.  The “other” category contains: institution already does have a source (three), institution wants to be able to offer it if client desires, and “organic is not always what it’s cracked up to be.”  Seven people would be willing to pay more for organic food, though two of the seven said only a little bit more.  The “other category” includes possibly, would if could, and depends on price.  Three are not willing to pay more for organics. 
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Figure 4
Further Thoughts on Local Foods

All institutions, regardless of whether they currently serve Ravalli County products, were asked about the possibility of using local foods in the future.  A little over half (14 of the 25) think that using local food would benefit their food services.  Ten of the 14 cited fresher, healthier, better quality food as a way of benefiting, and five see local food as a way of supporting local farmers and the economy.  In addition, gardening is good education for kids, people like to eat local food, and the community might reciprocate if the institution supports the community.  Some other participants think that benefit to the institution depends on the price of local food.

Institutions would use local produce (18), meat (eight), dairy (five), eggs (one), and honey (one).  The institutions need the food prepared in a variety of ways.  Nine said that the food did not have to be prepared (including “picked and ready to go,” “as it is,” and “ready to be washed and used […]”).  Eleven want their food washed and three want trimmed/husked/cut.
  Four mentioned storage or packaging and three mentioned meeting regulations or being processed sanitarily.  Four respondents specifically mentioned meat (cut, pre-packaged, or inspected).  Other answers include “depends—cost versus doing it by self,” fresh, “ready to use,” and “however they normally prepare.”

About half of the institutions would not need local food delivered and two institutions said delivery would be nice but not necessary.  A little over half of the institutions would buy local food if there were a centrally-organized local distribution system.  Other responses include: “possibly,” depends on price, already serves local food, and facility would need to get the food approved through institution or contracted/ provided through food program.  See Figure 5 for the breakdown.  Over 80% of the institutions have not been approached by local food producers.
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Figure 5

When asked about the legal constraints of purchasing local food, the respondents gave a variety of (sometimes contradictory) answers.  Six institutions have no legal constraints and three respondents were unsure.  Table 5 lists the rest of the respondents’ concerns.  In addition to the items mentioned in the table, some items are allowed to be served
: fish (if cleaned in kitchen), garden items (if washed well), and “local fresh.”

	Statement
	No. of Responses
	Comments

	Program regulations are a factor in purchasing local foods
	7--not including 2 who replied about licensing for canning
	Three cannot serve local food because of their current food program (one can only get reimbursed for food “credible to program”).  Four have to follow program regulations

	Cannot home-can or use home-canned products
	5
	Two facilities are permitted to freeze items, but one is not.  One facility would need a license to can, another cannot can because the facility’s license prohibits it.

	Food needs to be inspected
	3
	One specified state inspection, another US inspection.  Two specified meat and/or dairy.

	Facility needs to adhere with/ is not supposed to buy local because of contract
	2
	


Table 5 

Obstacles and Benefits


Over three-quarters of institutions think availability and lack of a distribution system are obstacles to serving locally grown food.  Presentation of food is not an obstacle, and less than 25% of the respondents cited as obstacles quality, patrons’ choice, kitchen capacity, or inadequate receipts from producers.  Figure 6 shows the number of responses for each category.  In addition, respondents said that lack of variety, not having enough information on what is available, seasonality, billing, and the government are also obstacles.
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Figure 6:

Af=Affordability,
Av=Availability,
Quan=Quantity, 

Qual=Quality, 
PC=Patron’s Choice, 
L/PI=Liability/Product Insurance, Con=Convenience, 
LDS=Lack of Distribution System, 
LR=Legal Requirements, 

KC =Kitchen Capacity, 
PoF=Presentation of Food, 
FPP=Facility Procurement Policy, IRfP=Inadequate Receipt from Producer, 
CI/R=County Inspection/Regulations


Respondents came up with a variety of ideas on how to combat these obstacles.  Five respondents said that prices need to be more affordable or reasonable, and one said that s/he would need a bigger budget.  Four people recommended having more knowledge, education, or information about what is available.  Another four do not believe that the current farmers’ market system meets their needs (not open often enough, too constrained).  Three need larger scale change—at the facility, state, or even federal level (approval, food program guidelines).  Several restated that they need delivery, more availability, or more quantity.  Three respondents mentioned legal issues—two saying that the producer would need to be inspected or have legal documents, and one saying that legal obstacles are insurmountable. 

Producers also were asked to indicate some of the benefits of serving locally grown food at their facilities.  Only 24 respondents answered this question, and all 24 said that freshness and supporting local farmer/economy are benefits. Over 90% also said that knowing the source of food and building community are benefits.  See Figure 7 for details.  Other benefits include: time and gas saved (if food delivered), nutrition, kids feeling and behaving better while learning, and staff feeling good about kids’ health and education.  
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Figure 7: 


SLF/E=Support Local Farmers/Economy, 
HQF=High Quality Food, 
SA=Sustainable Agriculture, SotL=Stewardship of the Land, 
RT=Reduced Toxins,
Fl=Flavor, 

Fr=Freshness, 
Var=Variety,
EC=Energy Conservation, 
FS=Food Security, 
BC= Builds Community, 
KSoF=Knowing Source of Food


In light of these challenges and benefits, respondents suggested how to improve Ravalli County’s current food system in order to meet their needs.  Three people were unsure and the current food system already serves another three institutions fine.  The remaining 19 respondents came up with a mix of answers.  Eight people would like to see more markets or more availability of local food.  Specific suggestions include A) farm stands and B) a place for just food where farmers could come for free to sell or give away extra produce.  Five people mentioned price or help for those who cannot afford more expensive foods.  Four think producers, consumers, and/or institutions need more awareness or education about availability and regulations.  Two people think the county needs more food producers and two would like to see governmental change (state regulations, government helping out producers).  Other ideas include: having a billing or account system, changing people’s attitudes (“people realizing what they can do, people deciding they love gardening”), having a local distribution system, and having more variety.

Conclusion


Unlike schools and even some restaurants, many institutions serve at least two to three meals a day (plus snacks), seven days a week.  A vast majority of the institutions have some sort of food or nutrition policy to guide their food choices.  Institutions use a variety of vendors for their food purchases, including stores in or near the Valley (Missoula).  Rising costs of food is challenging, as many facilities work within budgets.  Though institutions may have limited flexibility to buy local food, over 60% are able to use at least a little local food.  Some facilities obtain such products with the assistance of farmers’ markets coupons or donations.  Institutions are interested in using (more) local food, including produce and, to a lesser degree, meat.  The respondents see benefit in supporting the local economy and building community, and in having fresh food with a known origin.  Unfortunately, institutions face barriers as well; availability, lack of a central-distribution system, affordability, and, to some extent, legal issues pose problems for the facilities.  The most frequently offered solutions to these obstacles include having more education and markets, and reducing food costs, as a majority of the clients are unable or unwilling to pay more for local food.  






� Some such facilities include more than one service (i.e. half assisted living and half nursing home); in those cases we record all facility types that apply.


� For types of food programs affecting institutions, please see the Consumer Resources section of this report.


� Most, but not all, institutions replied in this manner.


� The economy was mentioned more frequently in later autumn than in August (when we began surveying).  We surveyed the institutions over two months.  Changes in US and world news during that period clearly impacted the data collected.


� For the sake of this project, we are considering "local" as only food produced in Ravalli County.


� This question was not meant to focus on only certified organic, though the term was not always clearly defined to the participant.


� When participants asked what this question meant, I would give the example of washed or trimmed, which most likely influenced the numbers.


� Mentioned by specific institutions.  These may very between institutions and food programs.





