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The U.S. Department of Agriculture defines a 
food hub as a business “that actively manages the 
aggregation, distribution and marketing of 
source-identified food products primarily from 
local and regional producers to strengthen their 
ability to satisfy wholesale, retail and 
institutional demand.” (USDA) 
 
While most people might have only recently 
learnt of their existence, they are not a new 
phenomenon. They have existed is some shape or 
size for decades but their multiple benefits are 
only now being realized to their greatest extent. 
 
These entities exist within the current food 
systems that are in place and cater to two main 
stakeholders; local farmers that are within a 400 
mile radius and supply food and institutions; 
businesses and individuals that serve as the 
consumer for the food products. Food Hubs serve 
as the aggregators and distributors that deliver 
the farm products to the consumers.  
 
There are currently 248 Food Hubs registered 
with the USDA. They are scattered all over the 
country, provide a range of services and 
incorporate varying business models. Not all of 
the registered Food Hubs are in operation as 
some of them have gone out of business in recent 
times and their status has not been updated with 
the USDA Food Hub Directory. Similarly, newer 
Food Hubs have recently emerged that have not 
been taken in to account and some are present in 
the planning stages and will begin operations 
soon.  
 
While the USDA definition of a Food Hub is the 
more widely accepted one, it is not the only one. 
Over the years, as Food Hubs have increased in 
numbers, they appear to be emerging in various 
shapes and forms. At some point in time, it 
would have been possible to classify Food Hubs 
based on just a few characteristics such as their 
legal status, the types of customers they sell to, 

or the mix of services they provide. But as with 
any new business emerging in this highly 
competitive and technologically advanced era, 
innovation seems to be the driving force of 
success and Food Hubs are no stranger to that 
idea. Thus we see a growing number of unique 
business models being incorporated by the hubs. 
 
 
 
THE NEED FOR FOOD HUBS 
IN THE UNITED STATES 

Agriculture might not be the biggest sector in 
the United States economy, yet it plays a vital 
role. Apart from the $1.053 trillion or 5.4% share 
that it contributed to the nation’s GDP in 2017, 
the US agricultural sector extends far beyond the 
farming business to sectors closely related to it. 
These include Food Services, Food 
Manufacturing and other industries that rely on 
agriculture. More importantly, it provides over 
22 million jobs which made up around 11% of 
the total employment in the US (USDA, 2020). 
Despite being such an important sector in the 
world’s largest economy, it is not without its 
areas of weakness. 

 
The retail food industry in the US is 

dominated by a small number of retail giants and 
the majority of consumers in the US do their 
food shopping from their chain outlets. In 2016, 
sales by the 20 largest food retailers accounted 
for two-thirds of grocery store sales (Source: 
USDA). These retailers would often source from 
producers that offer them the lowest costs and 
highest return. In most cases, that would mean 
that the products are not locally sourced and are 
done so from large-scale producers. While this 
might not seem like a terrible thing on the 
surface, it puts local small and medium sized 

1. Introduction 
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producers at a significant disadvantage and adds 
hurdles to those customers who wish to support 
their local communities. Such a Food System is 
seen as detrimental by many and results in a 
number of social, economic and environmental 
concerns that include but are not limited to the 
following.  

 
Limited market opportunities for small 
local food producers:  
A free market system in any economy would 
systematically favor large scale food producers 
over small ones. While most the biggest 
corporations around the world would have started 
as small business, the systems that they have 
brought in to this world has made it difficult for 
many small producers to compete against them. 
Most of the suppliers for large food retail and 
institutional buyers are currently large-scale 
producers and most small scale producers have to 
rely on direct to consumer outlets. They have 
neither the man-power nor the structure to meet 
the demands of big buyers.  
 
 
 
 
Limited distribution channels:  
Even if small and medium sized producers could 
gain the business of wholesale buyers, it would 
not matter unless they have the supply chain 
systems necessary to deliver the products to their 
customers. Most farmers and other small to 
medium sized producers do not have the capital 
needed to invest in transportation or storage 
necessary to distribute their products or the 
people power to meet the demands of wholesale 
buyers and large retailers.  
 
High cost of sales:  
Throughout history, a large number of producers 
have had to rely on buying houses and third-party 
distributors to channel their products. These 
entities often exploit the farmers by offering 
them considerably low prices in the interest of 
maximizing their own profits. Any attempt at 
offering them better prices would result in price 

of the products to increase, making them less 
competitive in the market. This would not be 
such a problem if the producers could sell 
directly to the consumers but that would become 
too costly for the consumers who will have to 
buy from several producers to meet their needs. 
 
Food insecurity:  
Since the traditional food distribution systems 
generally work on a profit maximization model, 
they base their supply chain and other 
operational decisions on what can provide them 
with the lowest costs and highest revenues. This 
is true for retailers and the well-established ones 
are likely to only locate themselves in areas 
where the residents are of higher socio-economic 
classes. This system often neglects the many 
low-income and socioeconomically 
disadvantaged areas that are found all over the 
US. More often, these areas are mostly 
communities where the majority of the residents 
are people of color. A Food Desert is likely the 
result of such a system where the residents of an 
area lack access to fresh, affordable and healthy 
foods.  
 
 
 
 
Nutrition insecurity:  
One of the major concerns that arise from food 
deserts is the lack of access to food that is 
nutritious. Even when there is access to nutritious 
foods, a large percentage of the US population 
cannot afford the high price tag on healthy meals. 
The result of this is that many Americans resort 
to buying cheap meals that are highly processed 
and lack nutritional quality for their families. 
Prolonged consumption of nutrition depleted 
food increasing the risk of individuals developing 
life-threatening diseases such as diabetes and 
heart problems.  
 
 
An ideal solution to the dilemmas mentioned 
above could be in the form of aggregators that 
serve the best interest of the producers and the 
community around them. That solution was 
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found in the creation of Food Hubs that aimed to 
tackle many of the issues innate to the food 
systems. 
While not all Food Hubs operate altruistically, 
most if not all of them are focused at 
strengthening local and regional food producers 
by providing them with the services necessary to 
meet the demands of a range of consumers.  
 
The Purpose of this Study 
In 2017, the City of Chicago and its sister 
agencies Chicago Public Schools and Chicago 
Park District adopted the Good Food Purchasing 
Policy (GFPP). GFPP shifts public food 
purchasing toward five values: Local Economies, 
Environmental Sustainability, Valued Workforce, 
Animal Welfare, and Nutrition. In 2018, Cook 
County Government joined the city in adopting 
GFPP, and now the two jurisdictions --led by the 
Chicago Department of Public Health and Cook 
County Department of Public Health-- are 
working together with the Chicago Food Policy 
Action Council to implement the policy through 
the Good Food Purchasing Initiative (GFPI). The 
coordinators of GFPI have recognized that as 
they grow the demand for good food by public 
departments and agencies, we must ensure that 
local producers and food businesses are aware 
about the growing market opportunity and have 
the resources to start selling food to public meal 
programs and their facilities. GFPI leaders are 
particularly concerned about building racial and 
social equity across the food supply chain, and 
want to ensure that black, indigenous, and 
producers and entrepreneurs of color in low-to-
moderate income communities have support, 
resources, and access to sell public institutions 
food. One potential strategy to help urban and 
peri-urban food producers sell to institutions is 
for the development of a food hub that would be 
cooperatively owned by members of the BIPOC 
community in Chicago.  
 
This report aims to provide a thorough 
understanding of the competitive landscape that 
surrounds Food Hubs all across the nation, the 
various structures and functional categories that 

classify them, the legal statuses that exist and the 
unique business models that they employ.  
 
 
Methodology 
The United States Department of Agriculture 
(USDA) is the federal executive department that 
is responsible for developing and executing 
federal laws related to farming, forestry, rural 
economic development, and food. Unsurprisingly, 
they are also the expert authority on all things 
related to Food Hubs. There are several agencies 
within the USDA, each serving their own 
function. One of these agencies, The Agricultural 
Marketing Service (AMS) maintains a directory 
of Food Hubs on their website which lists most, 
if not all, of the businesses that fall within the 
USDA definition of a Food Hub. The directory 
lists 248 Food Hubs and includes numerous 
pieces of information which include: 
 

• Name 
• Location 
• Contact information 
• Year Established 
• Legal Status 
• Operating Months 
• Products (Local vs Non-Local) 
• Food Safety Practices 
• Wholesale buyers 
• Direct-To-Consumer Channels 
• Operational Services 
• Producer Services 
• Community Support Services 

 
Additional research and use of tools such as 
Mergent Intellect,  figure for sales/revenue, 
number of employees, ownership structure and 
other such data was acquired for a considerable 
number of the Food Hubs listed. Further reading 
in to news articles and official website of the 
Food Hubs revealed other useful information 
such as the size of their supplier network with 
precise information on the many of the producers, 
their value propositions, mission statements, 
organizational values, their inclusion of BIPOC 
and other more.  
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All relevant data was compiled and tools of 
statistical inference like Excel and RStudio were 
used to conduct a statistical analysis of Food 
Hubs with a sample size of 248. The results 
painted which is presented through graphs and 
charts paints a holistic picture of the current 
landscape of Food Hubs in the United States.  
 
Additionally, cluster analysis were performed to 
identify and map out clusters of food hubs that 
are similar in terms of a number a features such 
as customer base and range of services.  
Correlation test were performed to test the 
significance of the relations between groups of 
variables 
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Food Hubs in the United States 
The Bigger Picture 

 
 While Foods Hubs have only recently gained popularity, they are not a new phenomenon. Most of the 

Food Hubs in the US were established between 2008 and 2019 (See Fig.1), but the earliest ones can be 
traced back to 1891 with the Eastern Market Corporation in Detroit, Michigan which initially started off as 
a Farmer’s Market but later expanded its services to be classified as a Food Hub. Over the years, many 
Foods Hubs that were established, have unfortunately run out of business. 

 
By 2019, Food Hubs existed in 
almost every US State with the 
exception of Utah, which currently 
has one under development (See 
Fig.2). Wyoming and North Dakota 
have recently introduced their own 
Food Hubs as well but have not yet 
registered themselves in the USDA 
directory. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 1: Number of Food Hubs Established – Broken down by year 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2.  INDUSTRY AND MARKET ANALYSIS 
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Fig. 2 – Number of Food Hubs in each US state (Source: USDA Food Hub Directory) 

 
The largest concentration of hubs 
exists mostly in the Eastern, Mid-
western and Western regions of the 
country. The most number of hubs 
being in North Carolina followed 
by California 
While Illinois might not be the 
state with the highest number of 
food hubs, Cook County within the 
state has the highest concentration 
of Food Hubs where 6 out of the 8 
hubs of Illinois are in Cook. The 
other two are in Johnson County 
and Clark County. Of the ones in 
Cook, 4 of them are located in 
Chicago while the remaining two 
are within close proximity. Most of 
the hubs in this locality were 
formed in the last decade. 

 
 
Fig. 3 – US Counties with highest number of Food Hubs  
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Food Hubs Business Structure 
 

 
Fig. 4 – Business Structure of Food Hubs 
 
The business structure (also referred to as legal structure) of a food hubs relates to how it operates 
internally and externally as a company with aspects such as sources of capital, tax liability, information 
sharing and risk management (USDA, Running a Food Hub A business operations guide Volume 2, 2015). 
 
The three major classifications in terms of business structure are: 
   

1. For-Profit Enterprises 
2. Non-profit Organizations 
3. Cooperatively owned businesses 

 
As shown in Fig. 5, the majority of 
Food Hubs lie in the lower ranges with 
half of them earning revenues lower 
than $225,000. While most food hubs 
tend to be small businesses with 
relatively low revenue ranges, there are 
a few significant outliers that exist. For 
example, the Organically Grown 
Company from Eugene, Oregon which 
started off as a nonprofit in 1978 and 
Royal Food Service from Atlanta, 
Georgia were the two with the revenue 
in 2018. 

              
 
 
Fig. 5 – Scatter plot showing sales revenue by each  
               individual food hub (Source: Mergent Intellect) 
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Types of Products Offered 
 

 
Fig. 6 shows the range of products that are 
offered by Food Hubs around the US. , the 
most popular products are fresh produce 
with vegetables being sold by 87% of the 
food hubs and fruits which are sold by 84% 
of them. On average, a food hub is likely to 
deal in around 12 products. But some may 
offer considerably lower or higher than that. 
On the lower quartile range, 25% of the 
food hubs carry a range of approximately 6 
products while on the upper quartile range, 
75% of the food hubs carry around 17 
products. 4 out of the 248 food hubs offer 
the full range of 25 products. 
 
 
 
 

 
Producer Food Safety Practices and Certifications 
 

 
 
Fig. 7 shows the percentage of Food Hubs that source from producers who have been certified in one or a 
combination of the food safety practices mentioned. It appears that a most of the producers working with 
Food Hubs from the sample have yet implemented many of the practices that are required for certification. 
Some farms in the networks are incorporating certain practices such as growing organic foods but without 
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official certifications from USDA or other organizations It is likely because their consumers are mostly 
the people from their communities and localities that might not require such practices. 
 
Types of Services Offered 
 

Fig. 8 shows that Distribution and 
aggregation are the most popularly 
provided services by food hubs. These 
are usually accompanied by product 
storage, processing, packaging, sales and 
delivery. The ones that engage in mostly 
physical services often have a 
warehouse, equipment and other 
infrastructure. Warehouses are more 
often medium in size, ranging from 
5,000-10,000 sq. ft. depending on the 
number of services offered at the 
facility. Trucks for delivery are mostly 
docked at these warehouses. 
 

 
Not all food hubs are engaged in 
physical services such as aggregation 
and distribution. These, often smaller 
food hubs are more engaged in business 
management services such as marketing, 
promotion, consulting and others. These 
hubs will usually have a smaller sized 
warehouse, if needed which is either 
rented or owned.  
 
The larger food hubs such as Local 
Foods in Chicago, IL will tend to 
incorporate a wide variety of services 
which will include both physical and 
non-physical ones. Their warehouses are 
larger (sometimes multiple in number) 
and so are their fleets of trucks.  

 
Fig. 9 shows that 82% of food hubs offer marketing as one of their core services which makes the most 
likely combination of services to include aggregation, distribution and marketing with additional services 
offered based on needs customer and stakeholder needs. 
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Fig. 8 - Operational Services offered by Food Hubs
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Most Food Hubs emerged from a need to 
serve the communities in which they 
operate. The majority of those in 
operation are engaged in food donations 
to their communities and often provide 
education services in addition to a variety 
of community support services (See Fig. 
10). 
 
 
 
 

 
Food Hub Classification 
While there are several ways of classifying Food Hubs, the most common one used appears to be a 
classification models based on the type of customers the Food Hub deals with. The customer base often 
influences certain operational and organizational decisions.  
 
Considering the customer-based model, Food Hubs can be classified in to 3 categories: 
 

1. Farm-to-Business (F2B) – Food Hubs that only have wholesale and institutional buyers 
2. Farm-To-Consumer (F2C)– Food Hubs that only sell to individual buyers 
3. Hybrid – Food Hubs that have both institutional/wholesale and individual buyers  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

F2B
17%

F2C
15%

Hybrid
68%

Fig. 11 - Type of Food Hubs based on buyer profiles
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Fig. 11 shows that the most preferred type of 
model for the  Foods Hubs is the Hybrid Model 
where the customers are both 
institutional/wholesale buyers as well as 
individual buyers. The benefit of adopting a 
Hybrid Model is that the producers can gain the 
benefits of large wholesale who purchase in large 
quantities and almost guarantee monthly sales as 
well as gain the benefits of services that are only 
relevant to a direct-to-consumer model such as 
community supported agriculture (CSA).  
 
Wholesale Distributors  
(Farm-to-Business) 
N=42 
This cluster includes those food hubs that only 
cater to wholesale and institutional buyers such 
schools, hospitals, government cafeterias, 
restaurants and others through. Sales are usually 
done bulk, categorizing them as wholesale. They 
have no direct consumer channels. Services 
offered are restricted to tangible ones such as 
aggregation, distribution, storage, delivery and 

processing. Food Hubs in this cluster tend to 
have large warehousing facilities, cold storage 
units and fleets of delivery vehicles. Revenues 
are considerably higher in this cluster 
 
Direct-to-Consumer Food Hubs 
(Farm-to-Consumer) 
N=36 
This cluster includes those Food Hubs that do not 
have any wholesale or institutional customers an 
cater to individual customers and households 
through sales channels such as online portals, 
CSAs, farmer’s markets, pick up points and 
stores owned and operated by the Food Hub. 
Services in this cluster are mostly limited to 
distribution, aggregation, marketing, branding 
and intangible services. Most of these food hubs 
do not have large warehouses or facilities.  
 
The remaining 8 clusters were identified from the 
Hybrid Classification of the Food Hub. They 
have a mix of both wholesale/institutional buyers 
as well as direct consumer channels.  

 
INSTITUTIONAL SELLERS 

 
This cluster covers almost half of the all the food 
hubs that supply their products to government 
offices and cafeterias. Apart from the commonly 
served restaurants and small grocery stores, they 
have a fair variety of buyers but appear to be 
more focused on wholesale. These food hubs 
operate a retail-driven distribution model that 
provides mainly to wholesale/institutional buyers 
with aggregation, distribution, marketing and 
storage with the addition of some value added 
services. In addition to the core services, they 
offer an online system where their buyers can 
place orders. Examples of food hubs in this 
cluster include Gourmet Gorilla, Eastern 
Carolina Organics, Our Harvest Cooperative and 
the Atlanta, Georgia based juggernaut; Royal 
Food Service.  
 

N=15 
 
Average Sales Revenue 
$18,411,892 

 
Business Model 

- Retail Driven 
- Large facilities 
- Online portals  
- Delivery 
- High revenues 

Customers 
- Primary – Large Institutions (Mainly Public 

Institutions) 
- Secondary – Individual Buyers 

Food Hubs 
- Gourmet Gorilla 
- Royal Foods Service 
- The Common Market 
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RETAIL DISTRIBUTORS 

 
This group lists 20 food hubs with a highly retail 
distribution-driven model where 
wholesale/institutional buyers are prioritized over 
direct-to-consumer ones. These are likely the food 
hubs which started off as primarily F2B food hubs 
but with the addition of an online ordering system 
and the addition of a few extra drop-off points in 
their delivery routes were able to evolve to hybrid 
ones. Western Montana Growers Cooperative is a 
mainly F2B cooperative but the inclusion of CSA 
classifies them as a hybrid. Similarly, the Nebraska 
Food Cooperative is also one that mainly serves 
wholesale/institutional buyers but an online ordering 
system with weekly deliveries at their designated 
pick-up locations is offered to anyone willing to join 
the cooperative as a member. In addition to the core 
services, branding and labelling appear to be 
important services offered by these food hubs.  

 
 

MODERN BUYING CLUBS 
 
18 food hubs, all of which have buying clubs as one 
of their direct-to-consumer channels along with other 
institutional and individual buyers. These food hubs 
operate a hybrid of a retail-driven and consumer-
driven model where they a number of them could be 
described as modern buying clubs, many of whom 
have robust online systems, to cater to individual 
buyers as well as institutional buyers. Their 
operations also require transportation services to get 
their products to their customers. These hubs are 
deeply connected to their communities and offer a 
range of community support services as well. Food 
hubs in this cluster include the nonprofit in 
Charlottesville, Virginia; Local Food Hub,  the 
Chicago based distribution giant; Local Foods and 
the community focused Farmer Food Share in 
Durham, North Carolina 
 
 

N=20 
 
Average Sales Revenue 
$1,452,187 
 
Business Model 

- Retail driven  
- Large facilities 
- Online portals 
- Delivery 
- High revenues 

 
Customers 

- Large institutions (mostly large retailers) 
- Individual buyers (Pickup points) 

 
Food Hubs 

- Western Montana Growers Cooperative 
- Nebraska Food Cooperative 

N=18 
 
Average Sales Revenue 
$770,820 
 
Business Model 

 
- Retail + Consumer Driven 
- Medium to large Facilities 
- Online portals +Brick & mortar stores 
- Delivery 
- High Revenues 

Customers 
- Small to Large Institutions  
- Individual Buyers  

Food Hubs 
- Local Foods 
- Farmer Food Share 
- Local Food Hub 
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WHOLESALE FARMERS’ MARKETS 

 
These 20 food hubs who also have a mixed retail 
distribution-driven and consumer-driven model but 
instead of buying clubs, are more engaged in 
farmer’s markets and their own farm stands to reach 
their individual consumers. Like all hybrid food 
hubs, they have their selection of institutional buyers. 
Not all of these food hubs offer online ordering or 
transportation with delivery, instead most of them 
are engaged in the local wholesale markets like the 
large Eastern Market in Detroit, Michigan. Through 
these processes, a number of the farms themselves 
have been able to coordinate the aggregation, 
distribution and marketing of their own products and 
have thus been classified as Food Hubs. 

 
 
 

 
THE SPECIALISTS 

 
 
24 food hubs that have more unique models that 
include both wholesale buyers as well as 
institutional ones. Some deal in specialized 
products such as juices, cheeses and chocolates 
which cater to niche markets such as specialist 
stores or sports teams while some like the DC 
Central Kitchen are more focused as a social 
enterprise that provides culinary training to those 
with high barriers to unemployment or providing 
corner stores with nutritious foods in areas that are 
food deserts.  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

N=20 
 
Average Sales Revenue 
$966,953 
 
Business Model 

- Retail + Consumer Driven 
- Large Scale farmers markets 
- Medium to high revenues 

Customers 
- Small Institutions 
- Individual Buyers 

Food Hubs 
- Eastern Market Detroit 

N=24 
 
Average Sales Revenue 
$2,149,005 
 
Business Model 

- Service oriented 
- Purpose driven 
- Specialized products 
- Low to medium revenues 

Customers 
- Niche markets 
- Specialist stores 

Food Hubs 
- DC Central Kitchen 
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ONLINE FARMERS MARKET 

 
 
 
The largest cluster with 34 food hubs of mainly 
consumer-driven models, most of whom operate as 
online farmer’s markets with delivery services or as 
part of CSAs. They maintain some smaller 
wholesale buyers as well with restaurants being the 
most common. Their models suggest smaller scale 
operations. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

THE OUTLIERS 
 

 
 
 
This cluster groups 10 food hubs that appear to be 
all-rounder in their services and their customer base. 
In addition to the core services, branding and 
businesses management appear to be common 
services 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

N=34 
 
Average Sales Revenue 
$609,017 
 
Business Model 

- Consumer Driven 
- Online portals 
- Delivery + Pickup locations 
- Low to medium Revenues 

Customers 
- Individual Buyers 
- Small institutions 

Food Hubs 
- LEAF Food Hub 
- Irv & Shelly’s Fresh Picks 

N=10 
 
Average Sales Revenue 
$711,003 
 
Business Model 

- Retail + Consumer Driven 
- Unique business models 
- Educational services 
- Low to medium revenues 

Customers 
- Small to large Institutions 
- Individual Buyers 

Food Hubs 
- Goodwin’s Organic Food & Drink 
- Philadelphia Produce Market 
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MOBILE FARMERS MARKETS 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The last one with 20 food hubs, all of which have 
mobile retail units. Most customer types are served 
by the food hubs with more concentration on 
privately owned wholesale buyers such as 
restaurants and caterers. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 

COOPERATIVE  
FOOD HUBS IN THE US 
A cooperative is a business owned and controlled 
by the people who use its services. They finance 
and operate the business for their mutual benefit. 
By working together, they can reach an objective 
that would be unattainable if acting alone. A 
cooperative can help members increase their 
income or enhance their living standards by 
providing important services. A cooperative can 
help members gain marketing power and provide 
quality supplies or services otherwise unavailable 
or prohibitively expensive (Wadsworth, 2015).  
 
Cooperatives are unique in their structure and 
organization as compared to other forms of 
business and are common to businesses in 
healthcare, restaurants, retail and especially in 
agriculture. According to the USDA, there were 
around 1,871 (82 less than in 2016) agricultural 
cooperatives in 2017 consisting of 1,890,057 
members (USDA R. D., 2017).  
 

There are several types of cooperatives that 
would apply to the food hub business model and 
these include: 
 

1. Consumer-owned Cooperatives  
Owned by the consumers who purchase 
and consume the products sold by the 
business 
 

2. Producer-owned Cooperatives 
Owned by the producers which in this 
case would be the farmers themselves or 
the intermediaries such as the distributors 
 

3. Worker-owned Cooperatives 
Owned by the employees and 
professional workers employed by the 
business 

 
4. Multi-stakeholder-owned (Hybrid) 

Cooperatives 
businesses owned by either the producers, 
consumer, workers or in some cases 

N=20 
 
Average Sales Revenue 
$4,220,589 
 
Business Model 

- Consumer Driven 
- Mobile units  
- Delivery + Pickup locations 
- Low revenues 

Customers 
- Individual buyers  
- Small Institutions 

Food Hubs 
-Arcadia's mobile market 
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anyone who is willing to purchase a membership 
 

 
Fig. 12 Average sales revenue based on cooperative ownership structure.  
Source: Mergent Intellect, USDA 
 
Fig. 12 displays the average sales revenue based on the structure of ownership. The data shows the 
consumer-owned cooperative structure to be the most profitable in terms of sales revenue.  
 
 

FOOD HUBS IN ILLINOIS 
 

Food Hub Name Model  
Gourmet Gorilla, Inc Hybrid 
Healthy Food Hub Hybrid 
Illiana Ag Alliance Hybrid 
Irv & Shelly's Fresh Picks Hybrid 
LEAF Food Hub, LLC Hybrid 
Local Foods Hybrid 
Moss Funnel Farms Hybrid 
The Mandolini Company, Inc. F2B 

Fig. 13 – List of Food Hubs in Illinois with legal structure, business model, sales revenue and number of 
people employed (Source: Mergent Intellect, USDA) 
 
Fig. 13 show the active food hubs serving the Chicagoland region. All of them are located in Illinois’ 
Cook County with the exception of two located in Johnson County and Clark County. Most of them 
follow a hybrid model with one following a F2B model. 8 out of 9 are privately owned for-profit 
companies while the Healthy Food Hub is the only nonprofit. There are currently no cooperatively owned 
food hubs. 

 
 
 

Type of Cooperative Number  Avg. Number of farms Average Sales Revenue 

Consumer Cooperative 2 49  $1,236,346  

Multi-Stakeholder 
Cooperative 6 79  $265,932  

Producer Cooperative 14 29  $861,709  

Worker-Owned 
Cooperative 1 35  $250,000  

Total 23   $661,092 (Average) 
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SUMMARY 
 
Statistical Analysis Findings: 
 

1. The period of 2008 to 2018 experienced the biggest surge of Food Hubs in the US with as many as 
185 coming in to the market 

2. Food Hubs existed in nearly all US states in 2018. The states that don’t, have them in some form or 
the other under development  

3. There are a number of business/legal structures that Food Hubs follow. They can exist as a For-
profit enterprise, Non-Profit or social enterprise, Cooperatively owned enterprise, Publicly owned 
entities or even have no formal structure 

4. In 2018, Food Hubs existed in all forms and sizes. Most of them have annual sales revenues in the 
lower ranges of less than $1 million per annum. However, a few have gained success beyond that, 
earning anywhere between $1 million and $100 million a year. Apart from that, there exists a very 
small number of outliers that make more than $100 million a year.  

5. The size and profitability of a food hub does not depend on the its years in operation as there are 
entities that have existed for decades but are considerably less profitable than some of the ones that 
have formed in recent years. Examples include  

a. Foster-Caviness Food Hub (2015)  
b. Local Foods (2013)  

6. Food Hubs were formed mainly to serve the needs of the local community with economic, 
financial, environmental and social development. Therefore, the products are mainly locally 
sourced with the exception of some that might be demanded by consumers but not produced on the 
local region or in instances when the local harvest fails to meet the demands of the buyers 

7. The inclusion of food safety and sustainable practices are growing amongst producers. Some food 
hubs even mandate their supplier to carry certain certifications issues by third-party auditors. 
However, this trend is still in an early stage and is driven by the demands of the market. 

8. There are a wide variety of operational, producer-support and community-support services that 
food hubs are offering. The most widely offered services are a mix of aggregation, distribution, 
storage and marketing as the core services and additional services offered such as transportation, 
packaging, branding/labelling, business management, paid consulting, food donations, meal 
preparations, educations and other. The mix of services offered by the food hubs depends on 
factors such as the capabilities and people power of the food hub, their values towards the 
community the type of customers served and businesses structure amongst others.  
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TWO APPROACHES TO CLASSIFYING A FOOD HUB 
 
There appear to be several ways to classify a food hub but one widely acceptable way of doing so is based 
on the customer base they serve because that is reflective of their choice of many additional factors such 
as the business/legal structure, the range of services they provide, the products they carry, the practices 
they incorporate in to their production methods, their operational/supply chain methods and others.  
 
There are essentially two approaches that stand out by which food hubs offer their services. Food Hubs 
will most likely employ one of these approaches or a mix of them. 
 
Approach 1: Higher focus on tangible services 
such as aggregation, distribution, storage, 
processing/packaging and delivery. They often 
require large warehouses, processing facilities 
that engage in product freezing, canning and 
cooking, and require a fleet of trucks. In addition 
to this, they sometimes offer marketing, 
consulting and other intangible services in 
limited amounts to select customers. Main 
customer base is large wholesale/institutional 
buyers (large grocery stores, schools/colleges, 
hospitals, food retail etc) but might also cater to 
individual direct-to-consumer buyers through 
online sales and delivery routes within their more 
important ones. 
 

Approach 2: Higher focus on intangible services 
such as marketing, brokering, business 
management, transportation/delivery and 
consulting for farmers and other producers. Their 
warehouses tend to be smaller and are used for 
processing/packaging rather than storage. They 
often coordinate aggregation through online 
portals that serve as an online farmer’s market, 
CSAs, physical farmer’s markets and buying 
clubs. Customer base is mostly individuals that 
are served through direct-to-consumer channels 
but might also have smaller institutional buyers 
such as restaurants, small grocery stores and 
some schools/colleges (In some cases, the food 
hub might even be running the school cafeteria).  
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Index: 
 
Food Safety Practices Guide 
AnimalWelfare USDA Certification for Animal Welfare Approved 
AntibioticFree Raised Without Antibiotics Certification by NSF 
CertifiedHumane Certified humane raising and handling of farm 

animals, approved by Humane Farm Animal Care 
(HFAC) 

CertifiedOrganic USDA Certified Organic 
ChemicalFree Free from GMO and other chemicals USDA 

Certification 
FairTrade Certified Fair Trade practices by producers 
FreeRange HFAC Certification for Free Range or Pasture 

Raised (Subset of Certified Humane) 
GAP USDA Certification for Good Agricultural Practices 
GHP USDA Certification for Good Handling Practices 
GrassFed Certified Grass Fed for animals used in meat and 

dairy 
Marine Marine Stewardship Council Certified 
NaturallyGrown Certified Naturally Grown (Alternate to USDA’s 

Organic Certification) 
NonCertifiedOrganic Non-Certified, but Practicing Organic 
PestManagement Integrated Pest Management systems 

 
 


