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Are We Being Served?

A Regional Framework for U.S. Food and Farm Policy 

Good public policies solve problems, address needs, and direct progress. However, even good policies can result in inequities, inefficiencies, and undesirable outcomes if applied in a “one size fits all” manner. Often, one size does not fit all, particularly with respect to different geographic regions. Good public policies must reflect and respond to regional differences, and should not unfairly hurt, disadvantage or ignore certain regions or sectors.  

Regionalism is a framework that: 
1) Identifies and responds to regional characteristics and needs; and 
2) Encourages regional approaches and solutions. 


Recognizing that regions do differ, a regionalist approach to public policy addresses appropriateness, flexibility and equity across regions.  In no public policy arena is this more applicable than with food, agriculture and rural issues. Regionalism considers the economic, political, socio-cultural and natural factors of regions. Regionalism builds on strong affiliations of place, values local knowledge, and encourages place-based collaborations.  

Regionalism engages strategic intra- as well as inter-region alliances.  A regionalist approach does not pit one region against another (although inter-regional tensions are inevitable).  Regions can, and should, work together on broadly beneficial policies, while agreeing that policy implementation must accommodate regional specifics. 

As food and farming system advocates in the Northeast region of the U.S., we ask the question: are we being served by federal farm, food, and rural policy? We want to make sure that, at minimum, federal policies:
1. Assure equitable access to and distribution of resources across regions
2. Provide for appropriate flexibility in the implementation of the policy 
3. Do not unfairly disadvantage one region over another
4. Foster solutions that are appropriate to each region’s strengths and challenges

While regions are defined in many ways, increasing attention is being paid to the concept of regionalism as an effective driver for economic development; an important factor in devolving central authority (decentralization); an organizing principle in the shift from a sectoral to a geographic focus; and an emerging “place-based” ethic (face, place, taste; “buy local”; regional branding; “terroire”). 

Although regions are not formal policy units in the way that towns, counties and states are, they are emerging as legitimate and powerful organizing units (e.g., Chesapeake Bay Region, New England, Delmarva, Northeast State Departments of Agriculture, NESAWG), as well as crucial intermediaries between the federal and the local.   Commonalities among states within a region can create common cause—to bring a unified regional voice to federal policy deliberations and to make sure those federal policies most appropriately and effectively serve constituents within the region.

We encourage policymakers and advocates to apply regionalism to policy analysis and development.  Toward that end, we are developing a more in depth white paper on regionalism and a “regionalism policy checklist”. The checklist poses a series of questions to evaluate whether a particular existing or proposed policy—a bill, statute, rule, regulation, or order—is adequately responsive to and appropriate for our (or any other) region.   
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