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Announcements

The Urban Farm Belt (the urban growers group that arose out of the initial meetings on Houston food policy) is holding a benefit for the Last Organic Outpost on Friday, May 22 at the Last Concert Café.  The event will include a town hall meeting and a panel discussion.

WIC and Food Stamps at Farmers Markets

Laurel Smith reported on the complicated requirements for accepting WIC coupons and food stamps at farmers markets.  One market in Austin has completed the process, so the information comes primarily from them. It would take a start up budget estimated at $2000 (for wireless equipment, tokens to give change to customers, and training materials) plus an estimated $85 per month in ongoing expenses, mostly for the wireless connection and transaction fees.

The group discussed what actions might be appropriate for the Houston Food Policy Workgroup to take about this problem.  Suggestions ranged from finding someone else to make it a priority to convening a conference of all Houston-area farmers markets so that they could work on this collectively.   

This discussion led to a broader philosophical conversation about the role of this workgroup:  to shed light on the problem or to find solutions.  Barry Browne and Julia Jorgensen will work further on the issue of WIC and food stamps at farmers markets.

Use of Centerpoint Open Spaces for Gardens

Gary Edmondson reported on the bill currently under consideration in the Texas Legislature to allow the use of open spaces around and under power lines for recreation. As currently defined, “recreation” does not explicitly include gardening.  Gary observed that Centerpoint may not be enthusiastic about permitting gardening because of liability problems in the past.  

Jay Crossley will check on the status of the bill; it may still be possible to amend it to include gardening as a permitted use.

Farm to School Bills Legislation in the Texas Legislature

Jay also reported on the status of several bills pending in the Legislature to facilitate the use of local produce in schools.  It appears that the legislation might be enacted, although without any funding.  Jay will continue to follow this.

Mayor’s Office Meeting

Jay and Laurel met with Karl Pepple, Brent Moon, and Sarah Mason in the Mayor’s office and proposed a Mayor’s task force on food.  It appears that there isn’t enough time remaining in this administration to go all the way and create a Mayor’s task force on local food, although the discussion yielded some good ideas that may be worth pursuing in other ways, such as:


-possible business opportunities, such as large scale composting or kitchen garden installation and maintenance businesses.


-the need for a local food guide listing resources


-a TV show about food on the city network



-commercial orchards on flood plain lots

Farm Bill Grants for Organic Farming

Brent Batchelor reported that the latest Federal Farm Bill contains $50 million for the support of organic farming, including for the transition to organic practices.  He said that it is hard to access unless you are already in the system, mainly through an existing conservation program.  More information is available from local extension services.

Conferences on the Business of Farming

Brent distributed flyers for a conference he’s holding in June on two dates in two different locations (El Campo and Bay City).  The topic is “Increasing Profits and Managing Risk” for farmers.  Topics include business plans, marketing, financing possibilities, and value-added products.

Local Food Guide

Brent brought some examples of local food guides from other states, including a very detailed one from eastern Wisconsin.  He advocates the workgroup taking on the creation of such a guide as a project; most of the information is already available in different places, so our role would primarily be to collect and compile it.  He identified the action items needed to accomplish this:


-find participants


-layout and art


-generate a map


-survey other websites


-get a web presence


-keep website updated


-printing


-distribution plan

Education and Outreach Brainstorming

Time was running short, so this agenda item was postponed until the next meeting.

Mission Statement

Laurel has developed a draft mission statement for our group.  A mission statement generally contains three elements: purpose, work, and value.

Here is Laurel’s proposal:


We value access to wholesome food for everyone, sustainable food production practices, and fair prices for producers and buyers.  To this end we strive to educate ourselves and others in our Houston area about our local food system, make recommendations based on creative solutions, and foster communication between people and organizations involved in our food system.

The group will take up more in-depth discussion of a mission statement at the next meeting.

Next Meeting

Jay will check the results of the online poll he included with the announcement of this meeting to see when the next meeting will be held.  The choice given was either the third Tuesday (which would be June 16) or the second Wednesday (which would be June 10).  

