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The USDA funded a Specialty Crop Research Initiative (SCRI) project entitled “Building Market 

Foundations for Sustainable Vegetable Production and Processing: A Consumer and Metrics-

Based Approach.”  The project officially started in September 2012, receiving more than $2.1 

million in funding over four years from the USDA, with an additional $1.2 million in matching 

contributions from food processing companies and farmers from around the United States.  This 

SCRI project is an outgrowth of the pioneering efforts of Wisconsin’s Healthy Grown potato 

program, working to extend the concept to sweet corn, green beans and other processed 

vegetables in the Midwest and other production regions.   

 

Project researchers will identify the market foundations for agricultural sustainability, focusing 

initially on the processing vegetables sweet corn and green beans, by determining what 

consumers, retailers and the value chain are seeking and how the industry can meet those 

expectations.  A baseline of the current sustainability status and past achievements of the 

industry in the Midwest will be documented through whole farm and individual crop assessment 

tools.  Key practices that driver overall sustainability will be identified through principal 

component analysis of industry survey data and these practices will be used in planning and 

conducting targeted on-farm research with grower partners.  Data collection has already started, 

with growers completing sustainability assessments at various small meetings and individually 

with company representatives and growers in Illinois, Minnesota and Wisconsin.   

 

The project initially begins in the Midwest but will develop regionally-appropriate sustainability 

assessment tools and metrics so that growers can document sustainability in other key sweet corn 

and green bean production areas in the Eastern US and the Pacific Northwest.  Together with the 

Midwest, these areas comprise over 80% of US production.  

 

The project is directed by Dr. Paul D. Mitchell in the Agricultural and Applied Economics 

Department at UW-Madison and includes investigators from several other UW departments 

(Horticulture, Entomology, Plant Pathology, Soils, Nelson Institute), as well as collaborators 

from Cornell University, the University of Minnesota and Washington State University. Growers 

from six states (Wisconsin, New York, Washington, Minnesota, Illinois and Oregon) and 

vegetable processing companies (including Del Monte, Seneca, Allens Inc., Lakeside, and 

General Mills) with plants in at least ten states are important partners in this project with critical 

roles in developing and using assessment protocols and in planning and jointly conducting on-

farm research.   

 

The project includes a Producer Advisory Board with representation by processors and growers 

from each region.  The board will interact directly with Principal Investigators from each region 

and with subcommittees specifically addressing Assessment, Value Chain Relationships, Field 

Research and Data Analysis.  Ad-hoc committees representing External Coordination and 



Communication (grower associations in each region), State and Federal Agencies (USDA, 

NRCS), and appropriate NGOs will also advise the Producer Board.   

 

The presentation will begin by explaining the overall motivation of the project and why 

measuring ag sustainability is important for the potato and vegetable industry.  Next, the 

presentation will provide updates for growers on data collection efforts for the project as well as 

a preview of possible on-farm strip trial projects that will be conducted this summer.  Finally, the 

presentation will describe and illustrate how the collected data will be analyzed and summarized 

for measuring ag sustainability based on a just completed analysis of the Wisconsin cranberry 

industry (Dong et al. 2013) (see Figure 1).   

 

Objectives: Our long-term project outcome is improved environmental performance and 

profitability for vegetable production and processing based on an enhanced understanding of the 

market for sustainably produced and processed vegetables.  Identifying the market foundations 

for agricultural sustainably is a critical need for the industry – if consumer value for sustainably 

produced and processed foods exist, a price premium can be pursued, but if value does not exist, 

then an efficiency based approach for sustainability can be promoted.  Short-term objectives to 

achieve this outcome include: (a) identifying specific sustainability traits valued by consumers to 

serve as the market foundations for sustainably grown and processed vegetables, starting with 

sweet corn and green beans, and (b) developing regionally-appropriate, whole-farm and crop-

specific sustainability assessment tools and metrics for vegetable growers to supply this market 

by documenting the economic and environmental impacts of more sustainable production 

practices.  The project will also serve as a model for a stakeholder-driven, collaborative and 

science-based process to create sustainability assessment tools and metrics for other regions and 

crops to meet national SCRI goals. 

 

Specific Objectives of this program are to: 

 Objective 1. Identify consumer preferences and willingness to pay for sustainably 

produced and processed vegetables and quantify market segments 

 Objective 2: Create and test sustainability assessment tools and sustainability metrics for 

commercial vegetable growers 

 Objective 3: Validate and improve the relationship between practice-based sustainability 

assessments and environmental and economic outcomes at the farm scale in each region 

 Objective 4: Build critical mass of support for sustainably grown and processed 

vegetables  

 

Model for Program: The model system being implemented in this project was patterned after 

the widely acclaimed Healthy Grown label developed by UW scientists and Wisconsin potato 

growers.  The Healthy Grown program began as collaboration of the University of Wisconsin 

Vegetable research and extension team, the World Wildlife Fund, and the Wisconsin Potato and 

Vegetable Growers Association.  This initiative was launched in 1996 and has been working to 

advance growers’ use of bio-intensive IPM, reduce reliance on high-risk pesticides, and to 

enhance ecosystem conservation efforts by the development and implementation of standards for 

the sustainable production of fresh potatoes.  A tenet of the program has been to measure and 

document changes in the industry that have resulted from the program.  In the past eight years, 

participating growers achieved a 52% increase in adoption of sustainable practices accompanied 



by a 30% reduction in the toxicity of pesticides applied to potatoes, without sacrificing yield, 

quality or profitability.  Furthermore, more than 400 acres of privately owned non-agricultural 

landscapes have been restored to increase biodiversity on the individual farms as a result of this 

program.   

 

 

 

 
Figure 1. Sustainability scores for Wisconsin cranberry growers based on data envelope analysis 

of principal components derived from a 2011 survey of 96 growers.   
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