Houston Food Policy Workgroup

Organizational Meeting

March 31, 2009 noon

H-GAC Office, Houston

Minutes

Participants:

Brent Batchelor, Texas Agrilife Extension

Janet Lane, Harris Co. Public Health & Environmental Services

Jerome Peters, HCoAC-TAES Austin County

Gary Edmondson, Urban Harvest

John Jacob, Texas Sea Grant, Texas Agrilife

Jacquie Miller, houstonlocalfood.com, local food advocate

Laurel Smith, Urban Harvest

Julie Garza, Recipe for Success Foundation

Sharon Siehl, Recipe for Success Foundation

Pam Walker, writer, Local farm & food community organizer

Debbie Antoon, Urban Harvest, Houston Center for Peace and Justice

Lindsay Bartlett, HARC, LBJ-UT

Barry Browne, grower, Clear Lake

Steve Hawley, Houston Tomorrow

Jay Blazek Crossley, Houston Tomorrow 

Sarah Mason, City of Houston

Helen Smiley, Mid-South Natural Organic Farms, Inc.

Chef Tarsha Gary, Ecotone Urban Gardens, “Community Kids Cook with Chef T”

Introduction

Jay Blazek Crossley opened the meeting as facilitator, explaining that despite the energy generated by initial meetings last fall in the wake of the Food Sustainability Conference, H-GAC found itself unable to devote staff resources to this effort right now due to Hurricane Ike.  Jay also reported on the formation of a small executive committee, designed to support the larger group.

Laurel Smith, acting as co-facilitator, summarized the history of this group to date and handed out the “Areas of Interest” that were generated at the December meeting with Mark Winne.

Pet Projects List

Laurel led the group in identifying the projects that each of us might like to see the group address:

-urban food co-operatives

-food accessible and affordable to all
-more school gardens and more support for them—in every school

-good food for children, especially in schools

-education for growers about sustainability and market opportunities

-local policies that support better food for Houstonians

-City of Houston to share resources: compost, land

-education of farmers

-address food safety issues

-decentralization of food system; local markets

-farm-to-school, local farmers selling to schools

-WIC and food stamps at farmers markets

-urban farm program: training, resources, distribution

-collecting data (mapping) food distribution

-telling story of food distribution

-want policy, action, mutual support

-filling gaps for growers (e.g. meat growers need grain)

Action Opportunities

Jay reported on several Farm-to-Schools currently under consideration in the Texas Legislature:  Senate Bill 1027, House Bill 1840, and Senate Bill 1089.  All would establish some support which would help small to medium sized growers connect with schools in order to serve local, healthy foods in school cafeterias.

The information comes through the Sustainable Food Center in Austin, which reports that the bills have already been considered in committee and appear likely to pass in some version, although likely without funding.  The status of the bills can be tracked at www.capitol.state.tx.us; the website of the Sustainable Food Center can provide more information (under blogs): www.sustainablefoodcenter.org, including sample letters to send to your state legislators.

The group discussed sending a collective letter, but decided that individual letters from those interested would be more effective.

Information was also distributed from the Farm and Ranch Freedom Alliance about bills pending in the Texas Legislature concerning the National Animal Identification System (NAIS) which would make NAIS voluntary in Texas but has language permitting the state to make it mandatory in the future.  For more information, go to www.farmandranchfreedom.org.

Gary Edmondson reported on House Bills 751 and 783, which address liability issues if utility companies like Centerpoint Energy permit others to use vacant land under utility lines.  Current language would permit use for recreation but not gardening.  

Report on Growers Council

Laurel reported that our nascent Houston Food Policy Workgroup has already achieved some results; a smaller group of urban growers including Recipe for Success, Last Organic Outpost, the City of Houston, and Urban Harvest has met several times over the past few months.  They have chosen the name Urban Farm Belt for their group; for more information, go to www.lastorganicoutpost.com/ufb/.

Goals and Logistics for the Workgroup

The group discussed in some depth possible goals and purposes of this workgroup.  The designation “workgroup” instead of “council” was chosen deliberately in the hope that eventually a more formal group could be named “Food Policy Council.”  Some thought that was a 25-year goal, although many of us, being impatient, hoped for a speedier result.

The discussion centered on the following points, but the group agreed to take up the matter at the next meeting.

-meeting logistics: last Tuesday, lunchtime, monthly?

-clear in purpose

-25-year goal: Food Policy for Council for region under the auspices of H-GAC, supported by government

-other city models: Austin

-more proactive goals: 1 year?  5 year?

-Chris McCollum: Santa Fe model

-include both urban and rural

-mimics H-GAC, county reps, economy, etc. (similar to transportation committee)

-interest groups—committees, breakout groups

-input from TOFGA, Prairie View

-invite city council members, Mayor’s office

-facilitate connections between groups and organizations

-another Food Sustainabilty conference?

-WIC conference in Houston in April 2009?

-sustainability through USDA, FDA, Farm bill

-members write and publicize short articles on food issues

-other annual conferences: TOFGA, Farm and Food Leader, etc. (September 2009 in San Antonio, TCOOPS:  reps to report back to group

-portion of meeting: highlight members’ projects

-portion of meeting: policy

-making connections within the group, reinforce efforts already in motion

-listserve

-continuity

-lay out primary goals/purpose

-small action items for each meeting

-members send emails to Jay for agenda items

-to begin next meeting:


-groundwork for Food Policy Council


-educate and coordinate


-support one another’s groups and efforts

Jay will poll the group about the best day and time for the next meeting.  The meeting was adjourned at 1:30 pm.

By: Jacquie Miller, secretary

April 3, 2009

