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recognize this point and proactively design their brand
strategy to represent Appalachia and their food product
well to outside markets.

How Can We Determine What Types of Product Could Be
Covered Under A Regional Brand?

This region is already branding numerous food products,
from conventional and organic produce to value-

added and specialty items like grass-fed beef and local
honey. Food products from Appalachia can be valuable
as unique products only found in this region (such as
heirloom foods?), as premium products marketed for

2 For more information on Appalachian heirloom
and heritage foods, refer to the USDA Sustainable
Agriculture Research and Education, http://www.
southernsare.org/Educational-Resources/Project-
Products/Southern-SARE-Project-Products/Place-Based-

their high quality, or as products that are valued purely
because they were grown just next door in local soil by
local people. The food assets that are valuable because
they are local are less related to the purposes of a
regional food brand, and should remain under local scale
management.

Regional brands that assume a larger territory and more
distant consumer base are more appropriate when
applied to specialty products that are uniquely valuable
or uniquely Appalachian. These are food products that
are “good” enough for consumers to travel for, or to
affix a loyalty to, allowing them to be differentiated

in the marketplace. Differentiating the region as a
premium source of a product -as with Napa Valley wine,
Vermont cheese and maple syrup, and Florida orange
juice- creates an automatic quality association for any

Foods-of-Appalachia
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Local Scale Branding :: The local scale is characterized
by a program that is predominately oriented to have food
consumed where it is produced. These regions tend to
have very strict geographic boundaries and do not gain
many advantages from expanding their consumer base.
The highest value is placed upon the “local” component
of the food product, and the brand is therefore not as
valuable outside of the designated local region. Food is
valuable because it is local

product from that region. These specialty products can
take the form of virtually anything — raw produce, animal
products, processed value-added products, etc. The
food entrepreneurs (farmers and food handlers) and
perhaps the local food brand organizations would know
best which of their products are in highest demand

by which markets. Additional research can focus on
discovering which CAN and CAN-affiliated products are
most appropriate for a regional brand strategy.

Additionally, when branding at this regional level, the
messaging deployed with the labels and brand identity
should include information about the environment in
which the food was raised. In the well-documented
case of wine labels, more detailed information about

a product’s specific origin correlated with higher value
attributed to the product by the consumer. This is
important to help differentiate and market the product,
but also to educate the distant consumers about the
food’s origins. This study shows that using two labels on
the same product — the local brand and the informative
regional identity — is the most effective way to label
products to the widest audience. For example, including
information about the Napa Region and the family
vineyard is the most effective labeling strategy for Napa
wines, while labeling wood products as New England-
made and Vermont-made offers the most complete
branding method.

How Large of A Region Can Brands Cover?

The lessons derived from the best practices suggest
that two simultaneous and overlapping regional scales
may be the best approach. Local brands typically have a
strong connection to the landscape they represent and
craft logos of aspirational images that best reflect their
culture. Regional brands may be less of a “brand” and
more of an identifier. The marketing portion may be
better driven by the strong local brands in each of their
territories, and the regional brand may better focus on
the internal management structure and point-of-origin
education for distant or external consumers. Deploying
a regional brand that centers on the structure, design,
and management portions of a program and allows
local chapters or affiliates to handle marketing and
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Regional Scale Branding :: The regional scale is
characterized by a larger scope, and usually a larger
geography, of branded food products. This scale of
branding seeks to differentiate products in the larger
market, and requires a higher degree of marketing
and labeling to campaign for the food products to a
broader consumer base. The highest value is placed
upon the uniqueness or high quality component of the
food product, and can therefore be distributed to wider
consumer bases that may share these values or desire
these scarce resources. Food is valuable because it is
uniquely good

media components means that it can cover enormous
territories, similarly to the Buy Fresh Buy Local branding
program.

The local food movement is a demand driven enterprise
— local food initiatives only develop as needed and
should continue to be developed this way. This organic
process of evolving local food systems will dictate the
ideal local region and set boundaries to define that local
scale. This region will likely be a collection of counties
that find themselves within proximity to a comparatively
strong epicenter. The number of counties can range from
as few as two or three up to as many as sixty (again, this
advice is given with respect to the scale of counties in
Appalachia), but extending the production area beyond
this range in either direction is ill advised. Instead of
expanding the scale of the geography of the existing
brands to meet the increasing demand, additional brand
programs should enter the scene.

The overlapping regional scale can incorporate a
selection of products, or whole brand labels, from a
number of local food brand programs. The geography of
a regional brand is clearly larger, encompassing a number
of local brand geographies, and functions more as a
communicator of the regional assets to broader markets.
This region, because it is the second tier of brand
identity, can be as large as the entire Appalachian region.
The best guidance for defining the scale of the regional
brand is to respond to what consumers can recognize.
Appalachia is a region that non-locals can understand,
but this might be too large for the brand program. CAN
might decide what consumers recognize as the next

level of sub-region. For example: Appalachian Ohio,
Appalachian Virginia, and West Virginia. Again, these
options need not be mutually exclusive, and overlapping
levels of brands is a viable option for Appalachian food
products. Further research should be focused to better
understand a functional scale for regional food branding
in Appalachia.

What Aspects of the Region Could a Central Appalachian
Brand Focus On?

A Central Appalachian brand should focus on facilitating
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the existing brands of the region, nurturing the
interest in emerging brand programs, and creating a
supportive environment of resources for the existing
and emerging brand programs. A regional entity like
CAN can best intervene by forming an overarching
organizational structure between sub-brands, growing
inter-organizational networks, facilitating logistical
coordination and development, and providing broad
information about regional-scale markets. These tasks
would be very challenging for a single small entity to
achieve, and are in line with CAN’s existing roles and
activities in the region. Additionally, such network
coordination and “big picture” information commonly
falls outside of a small entity’s scope of interest. A
localized brand organization simply will not have the
capacity to achieve these tasks as well as a regional
network can.

On the other side of the local food exchange, a Central
Appalachian brand should differentiate their unique
food qualities in the local, proximate, and distant
markets. Knowledge of which specific products are
most marketable for non-local markets is embedded

in the local brand management teams and needs to be
further pursued- this study did not focus on recovering
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such information. However, the research’s early findings
suggest that the Appalachian heirloom and heritage food
products, grass-fed beef, and the sustainable produce
grown by small farmers are unique and/or especially high
quality food products from this region. A worthwhile
future research topic might be to survey consumers
about what characteristics they value about Appalachia
as a region and about Appalachian foods in particular.

What Role Should CAN Play?

Based on the research conducted and our understanding
of the role that CAN plays in the Central Appalachian
region, we recommend that CAN serve as an incubator
to existing and emerging brands. As the trend for locally
produced foods continues, more local food brands will
pop up inside of the Central Appalachian region. The
more local the brand models, the less reliance they will
have on CAN. Replications of the 30 Mile Meal project
will easily operate and perpetuate without the guiding
auspices of CAN. However, CAN should still be aware of
such local models and become an expert on all the brand
programs in their region and how they relate to one
another. Doing so will permit them to provide support

to partners interested in developing brand programs,



The Wholesale Funtion

identify connections or areas of overlap between brands,
and lift up all of the region’s brands in the national
consciousness through outreach and connections
outside the region. CAN’s role could involve providing a
set of generic branding materials for Appalachian food
products, similar to the national Buy Fresh Buy Local
model, which would allow for start-up and emerging
producers and food entrepreneurs to enter brand-
relevant markets despite their limited resources. In this
way, CAN should act as an incubator to the existing and
emerging local food brands in their region.

Currently, the existing brands have established missions
and designed their models in such a way that they
cannot use one another’s infrastructure. Even similar
brands are constructed in ways that cannot leverage
each other’s laid groundwork. Appalachian Harvest
brands some farmers who are local to the same

region that Appalachian Grown markets. However,
since Appalachian Harvest does not require proof of
origination from farmers who process or aggregate
produce from other farms, and they include producers
in areas of VA outside of ASAP’s Asheville-based
certification radius, Appalachian Grown cannot simply
apply their certification label to Appalachian Harvest
farmers. Appalachian Harvest’s mission is to aggregate
and distribute produce from small local farms.
Appalachian Grown’s mission is to label local produce
and products.

The brands can survive with this independent status
quo so long as they do not compete within each

other’s markets. However, as the number of local food
programs grows, and the volume of food products in
the marketplace increases, this harmonious system may
struggle without more clarity between the different
programs. Significant benefits can be extracted now
and in the future from a more organized collaboration
amongst the existing brands.

Could these brands sell their services or infrastructure
access to each other and minimize their costs while
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The Purveyor of Information Funtion

The Certification Funtion

increasing their profits? ASD has large utility trucks

and specializes in aggregation. ACEnet has a rentable
processing facility and specializes in entrepreneurial
economies of scale. As an incubator, CAN could service
the Appalachian local food system that is developing and
use the resources of these four existing brands to their
optimum effect. Ideally, these brands should cooperate
with one another — not compete nor operate in isolation.

CAN Brand Models

CAN can serve as an incubator to the region’s food
brands in a number of ways. Three possibilities have
been outlined here:

1. The Wholesale Function: CAN serves as a
driving brand house with the existing brands serving
as its subsidiaries. In this model design, CAN
aggregates the food products from around the region
in storage facilities in preparation for wholesale
distribution. CAN is responsible for the holding and
transporting of the produce. In this model, CAN
would assume a large portion of the risk in shipping
and handling. This would be a very expensive
option for CAN as they would need to invest in
significant infrastructure and distribution expertise.

2. The Purveyor of Information Function: CAN
serves as a brand house with driving sub-brands.
CAN possesses market knowledge and is the
purveyor of information to their applicable sub-
brands for reaching each of their aspiring markets,
similar to the role of Florida Citrus for their state’s
orange juice producers. In this sense, CAN can
facilitate between the sub-brands, devise regional
distribution strategies and/or regional brand
strategies, develop new regulations and build social
networks. This broad and shallow facilitation role is
akin to the function of the national Buy Fresh Buy
Local hub for its various chapters. or to the Napa
Valley brand for individual vintners. This model
plans for maximum autonomy for the sub-brands to
continue functioning as they prefer, and maximizes
CAN'’s resources. The scan of national best practices
suggests that this model is feasible and effective.
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3. The Certification Function: CAN serves as

a certifying house of brands for the unique and
complimentary brands in their region. CAN certifies
or endorses the affiliated brands as authentic
products of the stated region and held to specific
quality standards, similar to the Florida Citrus
approach of industry self-regulation. This model
would really only pertain to food products that reach
proximate and distant markets and functions similarly
to the Fair Trade certification. The forthcoming
“Made in Vermont” brand will fulfill this function,

as it endorses food products that meet established
requirements for in-state production. This option
presents the challenge of enforcement capacity, but
offers the benefit of grouping existing brands without
taking on a resource-intensive centralized structure.

This paper recommends that CAN take on the role of the
second option and serve the function of the purveyor
of information for their region, as well as taking on
parts of the third function by endorsing affiliated brands
within the region. This model will comprise a true
regional-scale branding program in its most authentic
definition. CAN would become knowledgeable of the
market dynamics to a degree that it could help direct
appropriate volumes of food to appropriate locations.
They would understand where the availability of
distributors exist and what sub-regions are underserved.
In other words, CAN would assess and make public

the state of the resource environment. Environments
rich in resources would have wholesalers, distributors,
representatives, and retailers readily accessible. In
these environments, farmers need only to plug into
them and begin contributing their products to the
system. CAN, in this instance, would identify such prime
areas for the potential development of a brand. CAN’s
most enabling role will be to develop a supportive
resource environment that may be lacking in locations
where farmers or consumers are demanding local food
economies.

Conclusion

The future of the local food movement looks bright

in rural Appalachia. CAN has the opportunity to fill a
necessary void in the regional movement to brand and
market the food assets of the region. As a regional
network, CAN is able to provide a function above

and beyond what each member organization has to
offer. The local food economies supported by CAN’s
member organizations have developed within individual
micro-geographies, but have many commonalities and
connections. CAN is able to bridge these sub-regions and
see potential opportunities to connect existing branding
efforts and others that are not yet on the map.

Right now CAN functions as a collection of networks
— without a centralized hierarchy. This horizontal
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structure is successful in maintaining a strong network
amongst parties, but in order to reach the next level

of sophistication in the regional branding effort, CAN
may need to develop an internal entity that can enact
strong and efficient decisions around food branding.
Both components — a strong and far-reaching diplomatic
network and an efficient authority to execute fast turn-
arounds and consistent management — are needed to
develop an organized region-wide brand that ardently
responds to the changing demands of the food industry
marketplace.

Developing a local food economy as a mechanism for
rural economic development is a relatively unexplored
field at the regional scale. However, the timing appears
ripe for new and exploratory ventures such as launching
a regional place-based branding program. The demand is
present, the resources are available, and with the strong
voice of an organized managing team, place-based food
branding can help Central Appalachia continue to grow
its wealth-generating local food economy.
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For more information:

e Central Appalachian Network: www.cannetwork.org
e Follow CAN’s Facebook Page: http://www.facebook.com/CentralAppalachianNetwork

CAN Member Organizations:

e ACEnet: www.acenetworks.org
e ASD: www.asdevelop.org

e CEO: www.economicoptions.org
e MACED: www.maced.org

e NCIF: www.ncifund.org

e Rural Action: www.ruralaction.org



