
 
 

Regional Food System Action Plan 
Steering Committee Meeting 

May 5, 2026, from 11:00 a.m. to 12:00 p.m., virtually via Zoom 
 
Attendees 
 
Bill Napolitano 
Molly Vollmer 
Hampton Watkins 
Karen Barry 
Joanne Zygmunt 
Rita Higgins 
Chris Heffernan 

John Lebeaux 
Theresa Vernazzaro 
Brenna Trollinger 
Lydia Sisson 
Meg Riley 
Kathaine Otto 
Jill Slankas 

 
Summary of Key Outcomes 

 
• The Committee continued its review of draft recommendations, resuming where the 

prior meeting left off, and covered farmland protection funding, farmer housing, 
dormant land, farm viability supports, infrastructure gaps, and local food marketing. 

• Katharine Otto (MDAR) joined and provided statewide context throughout, noting that 
many regional challenges (competing CPA demands, lack of farmer housing models, 
mid-career farmer support gaps, and underfunded local food marketing) mirror issues 
seen statewide. 

• Steering Committee and CAB members must submit written comments by May 15; 
Barrett team edits will be completed by May 20, ahead of the public comment period 
beginning May 22. 

• A follow-up meeting is scheduled for May 27 to address remaining topics, particularly 
the food access and equity theme. 

 
Discussion Summary 
 
Strategy 1A7 — Additional Funding Mechanisms for Farmland Protection 
The group discussed funding gaps for farmland ineligible for current state programs. 
Katharine outlined Massachusetts's three protection mechanisms (state APRs, private 
APRs (which can cover parcels under 5 acres and are more flexible), and ag-friendly 
Conservation Restrictions) and recommended splitting the strategy into two parts – raising 
awareness of these mechanisms and diversifying funding sources beyond the 



municipal/regional level. Hampton noted CPA funds in Plymouth are stretched between 
housing and farmland needs, citing a 133-acre example. The strategy will be revised to 
reflect this split, reference Dartmouth's dedicated CPA land-acquisition fund as a model, 
cross-reference the plan's existing ag preservation fund strategy, and rename “funding 
tools” to “funding mechanisms.” 
 
Strategy 1A8 — Affordable Housing for Farmers 
Lydia explained that the recommendation addresses first-generation farmers and long 
commutes for those leasing MDAR land in Lakeville and Middleborough. Joanne noted that 
housing cannot legally be restricted to farmers; only income-based eligibility applies. 
Katharine advised keeping farm infrastructure and housing as separate recommendations, 
since adding housing to a parcel can reduce its affordability for farm use, and noted the 
statewide Farmland Action Plan faces the same open question. The group agreed to keep 
the two recommendations distinct, broaden the housing recommendation to acknowledge 
the challenge without prescribing a fixed model, and treat workforce housing as its own 
sub-category. 
 
Strategy 1A9 — Returning Dormant Agricultural Land to Active Production 
Lydia outlined a strategy covering mapping dormant land, engaging landowners, partnering 
with land trusts, and promoting the SARA (?) grant program. Meg suggested an MDAR-led 
task force or mediation body to help return land to production, noting that some land trusts 
lack stewardship capacity. Joanne raised the question of how to define “dormant” and 
referenced soil classification methods used in open space planning. Katharine noted that 
land is increasingly falling out of use due to aging farmers and climate change, and shared 
that MDAR has 1,200 acres of state land licensed for farming, with its Farmland Partnership 
Program supporting municipal land-licensing efforts. Hampton proposed using assessor 
land-use codes and GIS to identify dormant parcels, citing an Essex County Greenbelt 
intern model. The strategy will be broadened to include land with agricultural potential 
beyond recently farmed parcels, add a parallel component to prevent active farmland from 
going dormant, and reference MDAR's Farmland Partnership Program and the in-
development Resilient Mass farmland identification tool. 
 
Goal 1B — Supporting Farmers for Farm Viability 
Lydia outlined goals to connect municipalities with regional resources (SEMAP, Plymouth 
County Extension, AgComs, MDAR) and expand access to land, capital, and training for 
new and emerging farmers, particularly in underrepresented communities. Rita reported 
that the CARAT tool scoring showed collective marketing networks and BIPOC farmer 
resources as “no findings” and flagged conservation districts as a recurring support theme. 
Meg highlighted the intentional, multi-year effort behind successful farmer support at the 
Lakeville property. The narrative will more explicitly capture the Lakeville success story 
(with input from Meg), add conservation districts as a resource, and incorporate CARAT tool 
findings from Rita. 
 



Mid-Career Farmer Support Gap 
Lydia and Meg identified a gap in support for farmers who are past the beginning-farmer 
stage but not yet at the succession-planning stage, often needing housing stability and 
health insurance simultaneously. No group health insurance option exists for small-scale 
farmers beyond MassHealth, and Rita noted wage suppression to maintain MassHealth 
eligibility is a documented issue. The plan will add a recommendation to address this gap, 
note that access to health insurance is a systemic challenge without a current regional 
solution, and reference SEMAP's related work. 
 
Mentorship and Peer-to-Peer Learning 
Rita noted formal mentorship programs scored “no findings” in the CARAT tool and that 
peer networks are eroding as farmers take on more off-farm work. Katharine shared that 
MDAR's Farmland Partnership Program includes a mentorship and “navigator” project, and 
Lydia noted NOFA/Massachusetts's Transition to Organic Partnership as an existing 
resource. Both will be added to the strategy, along with new recommendations to foster 
peer connection. 
 
Goal 1C — Closing the Infrastructure Gap for Processing and Distribution 
Lydia proposed updating food hub service-area mapping to include newer hubs (Boston 
Food Hub, World Farmers, Red Tomato, Farm Fresh Rhode Island) and exploring a satellite 
aggregation site in northern Plymouth County. Rita cited Cornell research on the risks of 
over-saturating an area with food hubs. Additional strategies discussed included cross-hub 
collaboration with food pantries and access providers, funding pathways for pantry 
staffing, co-locating composting with food hubs, and working with MassDOT on freight and 
first-mile/last-mile road issues (drawn from the 2023 Massachusetts Freight Action Plan). 
These will be incorporated, including a note on local municipal road jurisdiction for last-
mile access. 
 
Local Food Marketing and Buy-Local Campaigns 
Joanne noted consumers often can't identify local food in mainstream retail. Meg 
described SEMAP's local food guide as a vetting tool rather than a formal certification, and 
Rita noted that local food promotion is severely underfunded compared with large food 
brands, citing Vicenti's, Kronig's (?), and Lee's (?) as strong retail examples. Rita also 
flagged the absence of food co-ops in Southeastern Massachusetts as a gap. The strategy 
will expand the SEMAP guide into a broader buy-local campaign, acknowledge 
underfunding of local marketing, cite retail models, and note the co-op gap without a 
formal recommendation. 
 
Farm-to-Institution Connections and Agricultural Education 
Lydia and Meg reviewed existing regional agricultural education resources (Holly Hill, the 
Trustees, 4-H, Bristol Aggie, Marion Institute, Mass Ag in the Classrooms) and noted Food 
Corps has left the region. Bill suggested leveraging MDAR's Agricultural Youth Council, 
noting 5 of its 15 statewide members are from the region. The strategy will prioritize existing 



resources before recommending new programs and reference the Youth Council for 
outreach. 
 
Next Steps, Timeline, and Implementation Structure 
Given time constraints, the group agreed that members would submit written comments 
rather than hold another full review session. Brenna confirmed that Steering Committee 
and CAB comments are due May 15, with Barrett edits completed by May 20, ahead of the 
May 22 public comment launch. 


