Ravalli County Community Food Assessment - - - Restaurant Survey 


Summary
Facility


As there are more restaurants in the valley than time allowed us to contact, we focused on restaurants commonly frequented by consumers (according to the consumer survey) and located in different towns.  In all, we surveyed 46 restaurants throughout the valley.  Twenty-two of the restaurants are located in Hamilton, 10 in Stevensville (including a catering service), six in Victor, five in Florence, two in Darby, and one in Corvallis.  The restaurants have been operating for as long as 110 years and as short as five weeks in the new location.
  Half the restaurants have been operating for less than eight to eight-and-a-half years and around 87% of the restaurants have been operating less than 20 years.  Almost 70% of the restaurants are privately owned, several by a husband/wife pair.  Two additional restaurants are privately owned but incorporated, five are part of a franchise, and two others are part of a corporation. 


When asked about the theme of their restaurants, the most common response (15) pertained to the atmosphere and/or location of the restaurant, such as “downtown, historic building.”  Thirteen owners included the phrases “fresh,” “homemade,” “from scratch,” etc when describing the uniqueness of their restaurants.  Seven owners specifically mentioned the word “family” (“family-oriented,” “family-style”).  Four owners think using local food makes their restaurant unique.  Some owners mentioned the type of food served, including ethnic (11), deli (seven), burgers (five), or pizza (four).  Other responses include: “fast food,” “large portions and reasonable prices,” “offer internet access,” and “Sports Bar—TV.”

Meals


Restaurant owners listed their three most popular dishes.  Please refer to Figure 1.  Sixteen restaurants’ popular dishes feature sandwiches, including paninis, wraps, subs, and BBQ.  Thirteen restaurants each have popular meat (steaks, ribs, meatloaf, carne azada) and chicken dishes.  The fewest restaurants have popular dishes featuring pizza or Mexican food.
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         Figure 1

Only three out of the 46 restaurants have salad bars.  Twelve additional restaurants have salad on their menus, and one of the 12 is hoping to add a salad bar in the future.  Two restaurants used to have salad bars; a couple owners mentioned problems associated with salad bars, such as sanitation and wasted food.  
Kitchen Capacity

When asked what percentage of meals contain fresh, non processed (not canned or frozen) food, the owners gave a range of answers from 5% to 100%.  Half the restaurants’ meals include 75% or more fresh foods and the most common answer is 80% fresh food (six restaurants).   Owners also answered about the percentage of food that is pre-prepared and ready to heat and serve.  Their responses ranged from 0% to 90% pre-prepared food.  Half the restaurants use 10% or less pre-prepared food, including 10 owners who do not use any.  Two owners said 90% of the food is pre-prepared.  The average percent of meals prepared from scratch for a restaurant is 70.8%, with a range from 0% to 100%.  Ten restaurants make 100% of their meals from scratch and nine restaurants make 90% of their meals from scratch.  Additionally, 14 restaurants make 50% or less of their meals from scratch. 
Purchasing


We asked restaurant owners to list their top three food distributors and the percentage of food bought from each one (three percentages usually add up to 100%).  Table 1 displays common distributors.  The table also shows how many restaurants buy at least 1%, 10%, 25%, etc of their food from each distributor.  Many restaurants purchase from Food Services of America (FSA), Bakery and Restaurant Foods, Inc. (B&R), Costco, and Sysco.  A good number of restaurants buy a majority (at least 75%) of their products from FSA and Sysco.  The “Other” category includes: Sheehan Majestic, Farmer Brothers Coffee, Edy’s, Meadow Gold, local producers, and others.
	No. of institutions that buy at least __% from … 
	1%
	10%
	25%
	50%
	75%
	90%
	100%

	B&R
	23
	19
	13
	8
	3
	1
	0

	Costco
	17
	13
	9
	2
	0
	0
	0

	FSA
	28
	27
	22
	16
	10
	5
	3

	Hamilton Packing Co.
	3
	2
	2
	1
	0
	0
	0

	Other
	16
	12
	6
	2
	1
	1
	0

	Pepsi/Coke
	5
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0

	Rocky Mountain Gourmet Steaks
	4
	3
	1
	0
	0
	0
	0

	Super1
	8
	7
	3
	0
	0
	0
	0

	Sysco
	17
	16
	15
	12
	8
	5
	1


Table 1

About two-thirds of the owners (31) do have flexibility in their choice of suppliers.  They choose based on price, customer service, and products available.  Three owners have control as owner/manager, and three owners specifically mentioned that they do not have any contracts with distributors.  A little over a quarter of the restaurant owners (12) do not have purchasing flexibility. Five such owners are limited by the restaurant company (franchise or corporation must approve the purchases or the appropriate vendors) and three mentioned that some distributors have minimum order requirements.  Several owners said there are not many suppliers in the area to choose from, though another owner said there are “a lot.”

 Owners have mixed views on whether distributors’ prices are comparable to local food prices.
  Comments indicate that many owners (just under half) feel that distributors are able to provide food more economically.  Eight owners cited distributor’s ability to provide food in bulk as a reason for the lower prices.  One owner also mentioned that “local farmers don't produce for wholesale, [they] sell for retail.”  However, three owners do find that local food is cheaper than food from distributors and another owner said “they are close but we pay for delivery.”  Some price comparisons are dependent on the time of year or on the type or availability of the item.    

Over the last year owners have seen a wide range of percent increase in food prices, from none to over double (one even mentioned that some of his/her prices have quadrupled).  The average percent increase is 24%.  Specific items have gone up in price, including flour and bread, lettuce, dairy products, and meats.  Almost all of the restaurant owners (41) believe that oil prices are at least partly responsible for the rising cost of food.  Owners also mentioned that weather and production (18), the economy/inflation/cost of living (eight), and wage increases (three) contribute to food costs.  

To counter the increasing cost of food and other rising costs, a little over half of the restaurants (24) have recently increased the prices on their menus.
  Though several owners said customers did not like the increase, for the most part customers’ reactions (or lack thereof) seem positive.  Ten owners have seen no response/heard no complaints from customers, five owners said that their customers understand, and one owner said the response was “fine.”  A few owners have seen a decrease in number of customers (though one such owner said that the restaurant is not “price-driven”).

Restaurant owners would be impacted by higher food prices.  Six owners commented that they would see a decrease in business or have upset customers.  Six thought that their customers would understand (there would be little impact on their business.)  Two simply said that the impact would be “huge.”  Some owners spoke of how to cope with price increases.  Almost 30% of the owners mentioned that they would have to raise prices.  Five would cut menu items or decrease portion sizes to save money.  Three were unsure if they could raise prices anymore and one commented that if s/he raised prices people might not come to the restaurant as much.  Two owners said higher food costs would impact employment (decrease staff or staff hours).  Other answers were that the restaurant is squeaking by, that there are too many restaurants in the valley, that customers would have to “deal with it,” and that the business might actually increase due to quality of food.

Owners expressed a range of flexibility when purchasing food locally.  Twenty-one are flexible or vary flexible, although about a quarter said that their purchases are dependent on other things, such as price or availability.  Six owners are not very flexible or have no flexibility at all.  Nine additional people spoke of money or mentioned that their budgets are tight.  
Thoughts on Local Food

Nineteen restaurants, or 41.3%, serve local food.
  Nearly all (18) are interested in serving more local food (the 19th answered “only if price is competitive or equal to”).  Several owners, though interested, also noted concerns about the price, availability, and convenience.  Fifteen restaurants use local produce.  Twelve use local meat (one specified lamb and five specified beef); in addition, one owner used to serve local beef.  Other local foods include: eggs, dairy, herbs, flowers, beer, and homemade noodles.  Eleven of the owners use food during the local growing season.  Six use the food year-round, and two do a combination (produce in season and meat/dairy year round). 

Owners get their food from several sources.  Local farmers are used most often, by far; please see Figure 2.  Twelve owners use local farmers, including Bitterroot Organics (four), Homestead Organics (four),  Hillbilly Holler, Jill Davies, Le Petit Outre, Lifeline, McPherson’s, Glen Mikesell, Joanne Moore, and Sutherland Farm.  Six owners each get food from Hamilton Packing Company and from farmers’ markets.  “Local Beverages” come from Bitterroot Brewery and Trapper Peak Winery.  The “Other” category includes trading for food and using “Hamilton Produce on South 93.”
  Nine restaurants have their local food delivered, eight pick their food up, and two do a mixture of both.
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Figure 2

Nine of the restaurants advertise their local food through ads (phonebook or radio), literature to clients, notation on menus, signs at restaurant, or word of mouth.  About half of the owners who use local food have not noticed client interest in local food.  About half of the owners have observed interest to varying degrees, from noticing it “every now and then” to stating that local food is “why patrons come here.”  One owner commented “people are aware we use local beef and they're happy about it.”    

Despite the interest in local food, owners have mixed feelings about whether customers would be willing and able to pay a higher price.  Four owners think their customers would be willing (one added “to a degree”), while seven owners think their customers would not be willing (including “not yet”).  Others are unsure or think that only some customers would be willing. 


Owners were asked for their thoughts on organic food.
  As is shown in Figure 3, sixteen would like to have a source, though a few made conditional comments (“if competitive,” “if consistent,” “depends on source [. . .] delivered or one stop”).  One additional owner answered he might want a source later. Less owners would be willing to pay more for organics—11 out of 19 (including two who would if the price were not too expensive).  One owner does not feel the price of organic is justified compared to food that is only sprayed once. 
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         Figure 3
Further Thoughts on Local Food 

All 46 restaurant owners were asked their thoughts on using local food in the future.  Almost three-fifths of the owners (27) think that using local food would help their food service.  Reasons include local food is good advertisement, fresher or of better quality, and easier to get (smaller delivery fee).  Additionally, people like to buy locally, money stays in the valley, and there is a restaurant/producer relationship.  Nine owners do not think local food will help their restaurant s, with four mentioning that the cost (of food itself or of prep work on food).  Seven owners either were unsure or gave a variety of replies—benefits the customers moreso than the restaurant, only benefits customers with money, not enough customer interest, depends on price and/or quality, interest in getting local greens because they are fresher but there is a short growing season. 


Restaurants would use a plethora of local food items.  About 40 owners would like produce, most commonly tomatoes (13), lettuce/salad greens (11), and onions (nine). Twenty-three would like local meat, including beef (seven), chicken (two), pork (one).  Eight owners would like dairy, particularly cheese (five).  Owners also would like local eggs, flour or bread, herbs, “perishable items,” or preserved items (winter use).

To make the above food useable by restaurants, the owners would prefer for food to be prepared as displayed in Table 2.  The range of preparation is great—from no preparation to packaged and certified.  A majority of the answers include at least some preparation—cleaning or beyond.
  In addition to preparation, about two-thirds of the restaurants would need their food to be delivered.  Several said they would prefer, but do not need, delivery; for others the ability to pick up food depends on how local the food is.  

	Type of Preparation
	No. of Restaurants That Responded
	Comments

	None
	5
	Not including owners who said “none” but also gave an additional answer

	Picked
	2
	

	Cleaned
	27
	

	Some Preparation 
	14
	Includes trimming, grating, cutting meat

	Packaged
	7
	

	Certified
	4
	

	Other
	5
	Spring mix; raw; consistent good quality


Table 2

About two-thirds of the owners (29) have not been approached by any local food producers.  Such contact can be important, as one owner explained that a farmer’s approach was how the restaurant got started using local food.  The owners were asked if they would purchase local food if there were a centrally organized local distribution system.  Thirty–seven said that they would, though eight owners added conditional comments about price, consistency, and liability.  


Seventeen owners are not aware of any legal constraints for purchasing local food, though two owners qualified their answers with “as long as farmer certified.”  Seven owners do not know whether there are legal constraints to purchasing local food, and another owner would like information about legalities.  Seventeen owners believe there are legal constraints.  Some owners want approval or inspection by the FDA, the Health Department, or the Federal government.  Other owners mentioned insurance (for both producer and restaurant); inspection; approved facilities; and licensed, certified, bonded, and/ or registered producer or distributor (one said specifically “to sell commercial”).  One owner noted that fresh foods do not have legalities but processed foods do.
Obstacles and Benefits


Restaurant owners were asked to respond to a list of possible obstacles and benefits to serving locally grown food in their facilities (Figures 4 and 5).
  The most commonly cited obstacle was availability (39 responses).  Affordability (36) and lack of a distribution system (35) were the next most common responses.  Very few restaurants found patron’s choice, kitchen capacity, and facility procurement policy to be issues.  Other obstacles include: consistency, usability (ex. correctly sized produce), approved food, limited storage, freshness, “chef’s preference to serve local food or not,” and “getting people to eat healthy in the valley.” As one owner said “people can get what they want from grocery store, so they expect that from restaurant too.”
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                                    Figure 4 
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

To overcome these obstacles, seven owners would like to see some kind of local distribution or delivery system put into place.  Six want competitive pricing (one said: “price does not even need to be lower, [it] just can't be twice as high”).  Five need reliable and/or consistent food service, and five mentioned production (two suggested greenhouses).  Owners also need the right quantity, want better information about what is available, would like to see some kind of network or co-op, would like better availability, and have legal concerns—the need for insurance, certification, and inspection.  Other ideas include: building a bigger kitchen for restaurant; convincing other restaurants to support local food; getting franchise approval; having bigger storage; and focusing on the specialty, niche, or high value items that chefs want.  


Owners also cited some benefits to using local food.  All respondents said that supporting local farmers and the economy is a benefit.  Over 90% of the respondents also felt the following are benefits: sustainable agriculture, freshness, building community, and knowing source of food.  The least common response was variety.  Local food is also beneficial because it is a marketing tool, something that customers enjoy, better for the environment, cheaper/more convenient, or a way to get “whole” foods or specifically needed items.  
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                                       Figure 5
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


Restaurant owners listed a wide variety of perks and challenges of being a restaurant owner that are unique to this area.  The responses are categorized in Tables 3 and 4.  Owners came up with about an even number of response for both perks and challenges (48 and 50, respectively), though five owners did not list any challenges and twice as many owners (12) did not list any perks.
  The “other” perk comments include a) nearby distributor (Missoula), b) flexibility with schedule, c) diversity of people and tastes in valley, and d) word of mouth (free publicity); and being a) the only one of a specific franchise in town, b) open still, and c) a casual, family restaurant.  The “other” challenges include “lack of organization,” “no industry in area,” and “keeping track of everything.”
	Perks
	No. of Responses

	Knowing Customers/ Meeting People
	18

	Nice Community, Serving Community
	11

	Good Environment (including small town and the valley)
	6

	Serving Good Food
	3

	Providing Jobs
	3

	Other
	7


Table 3

	Challenges
	No. of Responses

	Small Community Size/Customer Base
	13

	Economy/Prices (including the local economy and keeping costs down)
	10

	Trouble Finding or Retaining Employees, Hires Teenaged Employees
	6

	Isolation (from supplier or customer)
	4

	Competition (including with other restaurants in the franchise)
	4

	Customer Satisfaction
	3

	Getting Customers/Staying Open
	3

	Seasonality
	2

	Lack of Educated Public
	2

	Other
	3


Table 4

Owners gave their thoughts on how Ravalli County’s food system could be improved to better meet the restaurants’ needs.  The highest response was to develop a system that would better facilitate the local food system.  Included in this category are: a distribution system, general organizing, a store, and increased accessibility.  Eight mentioned needing good prices, and at least seven need better availability.
  Five respondents each A) do not know/ need more information about the food system, B) want better awareness or education about food availability and laws, and C) think something needs to change on the production end (more production, better financial support (from county) for farmers, and end of farmland sales).

Owners closed their survey time with final comments.  A few asked being connected with food producers—either for a specific product or in general wishing s/he had better knowledge of local producers.   Comments were made about the short growing season and the need for dairies in the valley.  Owners posed questions too.  One inquired “shouldn’t organic products cost less?” and another asked whether it is better to support local through jobs or through food (it would cost him/her two to three employee jobs to have the budget for local food). 

Conclusion


As the last comment indicates, most restaurant owners are interested in purchasing local food and supporting the local community but are hindered by various obstacles.  The biggest obstacles are availability, lack of distribution system, and affordability, as food prices already rising and owners expressed concern about customers’ willingness and ability to pay more.  Owners find many benefits of serving local food, from sustainable agriculture to supporting local farmers and the economy.  A little less than half the owners already do try to serve some local food and are interested in serving more.  It will take coordination, more production, and education all around (owners, producers, and public) to make increased local food in restaurants a reality. 

� Dates from time of survey.  Restaurants surveyed between the end of May and the beginning of December 2008.


� The term “local” was not clearly defined on the survey form, which may have impacted the way owners answered. 


� The term “recently” was not clearly defined (i.e. “in the last year” or “in the last six months” etc) and thus restaurant owners may not have answered this question uniformly.


� Initially twenty-four participants completed the following section about using local food at their restaurants.  Upon closer inspection however, five respondents’ sources did not meet this report’s qualifications for buying local food (food grown, raised, and/or processed in Ravalli County).  Thus their answers are not included in the following section.


� Unsure if this refers to the farm or the produce store on 93 south of Hamilton.


� This question was not meant to focus on only certified organic.  Two individuals administered the survey to the owners, and variances in our explanations of the term may have impacted the way owners responded.


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


� Forty-four owners responded to the following sections.


� Additionally, three owners made comments without labeling them as perks or challenges; to avoid making assumptions and skewing data, those answers are not classified in the tables.


� Two additional owners made comments: “Have products available that need for the restaurant” and “Have all natural local-grown food.” It is hard to tell if they are saying they already have good availability or if they want better availability (making a command).  





