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Are We Being Served? 

A Tool for Food and Farm Policy Evaluation   

Northeast Ag Works! is a region-wide project to propose, promote and support public policies that sustain and foster our region’s agriculture and food system.  We believe that giving greater voice to regional issues and needs will ensure more equitable and responsive state and federal policies and programs.  

The purpose of this checklist is to assess how a policy serves our – or any -- region.  We hope you’ll use it to evaluate policy proposals as well as existing policies – statutes, bills, programs, rules, regulations and directives.  

Regionalism has emerged as a powerful principle in public policy.  It is a framework that:

1) Responds to regional differences and needs; and 

2) Encourages regional approaches and solutions. 

A regionalist approach to public policy addresses appropriateness, flexibility and equity across regions.  The assumption is that regions are different.  Good public policies must reflect and respond to regional differences.  They should not unfairly hurt, disadvantage or ignore certain regions or sectors within those regions.  

In applying this tool, not every category or item will apply.  This checklist is not exhaustive; it is meant to stimulate analysis about whether and how a policy is:

1. Appropriate for the region (or a sector of the region)

2. Flexible to respond to the region’s unique characteristics and needs

3. Equitable – does it distribute resources fairly, not necessarily equally

1. Demographic and recipient characteristics 

____ Do the policy’s funding criteria depend on population numbers, number of program recipients, or demographics that would advantage or disadvantage our region? (e.g. formulas based on population versus rates of food insecurity)

____ Does the policy take into account regional differences in the cost of living?  Should it? How? Are the differences addressed equitably? (e.g. food stamps, Farmers’ Market Nutrition Program)


2. Economic and community development
____ Is there support for where food production occurs in urban, peri-urban, and rural areas?  In what ways might it disadvantage?  

____ How does the policy define and address rural issues (e.g., rural county “out migration” versus suburban “in migration”)?

____ Does the policy address region-specific barriers and opportunities for farm entry? (e.g. cost of land, access to training, succession planning assistance, credit, etc.)

____ Does the policy foster business structures and arrangements that are appropriate for our region?  In what way(s)?   (e.g. futures, farming contracts, cooperatives)

____ Does the policy seek to address gaps in agri-food infrastructure (e.g., regional processing, inspection and distribution) 

____ Does the policy hinder or support purchasing of food and agriculture products within a locale or region? 

3. Farm viability and markets

____ Are the program eligibility criteria and processes appropriate for our region’s types and scale of farming? (e.g., smaller acreage, non-program crop, diverse, etc.)

____ How would this policy affect different agriculture sectors and their needs, in our region? E.g., 

- New/beginning


- Middle-size/family farms 

- Limited resource


- Large/specialized


- Small/entrepreneurial

- Exporters

____ Does the policy inappropriately bar or disadvantage certain types or sizes of farming operations?  (e.g., eligibility criteria) How? 

____ Would the policy support our region’s comparative advantages, directly or indirectly?  How? What is the supporting evidence?

____ Does the policy take into account regional differences in commodity and farm product prices? How? Are the differences addressed equitably?

____ Does a regional approach address interstate or intrastate commerce issues?  How?

4. Natural Resources

____ How well suited is the scope of the policy’s targeted resource, prescribed practices, assessment and eligibility criteria to our region’s landscape and its needs? (e.g. soil benefits index in CSP, prescribed buffer practices for CREP)

____ How does the policy promote the flexibility needed to address local and regional natural resource priorities and concerns? How? (e.g. Chesapeake Bay, Lake Champlain)

____ Does the policy encourage, enable, or incentivize regional collaboration to address regional natural resource concerns? How? 

____ Does the policy fairly and equitably regulate the natural resource issue it addresses across regions? How? 

5. Production

____ Does the policy take into account regional differences in costs of production? How? 

____ Does the policy take into account regional differences in commodities produced? How? Are the differences addressed equitably? (e.g., “program” crops, non-program crops and “specialty” crops)

____ Does the policy allow/foster regionally appropriate/unique production practices? 

____ Does the policy appropriately address production, human resource, market, and other risks relevant to our region?

6. Political 

____ Is regional (interstate) cooperation promoted? How?

____ How is the development of regional networks and solutions encouraged?

____ In what ways and to what extent does the policy remove, create or exacerbate inter-regional tensions?  (e.g. dairy, water issues)

____ Does the policy allow or encourage regional identification of priorities and/or solutions?  Is there adequate flexibility?

____ Is program eligibility tied to definitions (e.g. definition of rural, metro, specialty crop, etc.) that disadvantage our region or parts of our region?  How is eligibility defined and how might that definition restrict or promote access to producers in our region? 

7. Other/general

____ Is the need being addressed consistent with the needs of our region? 

____ Does the policy leverage a state participation/match/contribution? Is this an undue burden to the state?  What are the requirements and formulas and do they disadvantage our region? 

____ Is the distribution of competitive grants programs allocated fairly across regions? (e.g., review criteria for competitive grant programs such as NRI, VAPG, etc.)

____ Do research and extension programs and resources accommodate regional needs and priorities?  Do they encourage regional (multi-state) collaboration? 

____ Does the policy allow/encourage flexibility and decision-making within regions?  How?  (e.g., RC & D’s, food policy councils)

____ How does the policy allow for and encourage states or regions to control implementation? (e.g. block grants)

____ Do program evaluation criteria and reporting requirements account for regional differences? 
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