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Just as the onion in a garden reveals many layers, a Farmer’s Market is a living organism 

peeling back aspects of community, locally grown products, and hard work. The Elgin Harvest 

Market located in Kane County, Illinois is no different as a showcase for farmers, spice vendors, 

soap makers, and dog treat sellers alike. However, the ability to upgrade the Elgin Harvest 

Market to a more accessible level in order to further the efforts of the local foods movement 

within the area poses a lot of challenges. The progression of local foods within Kane County is 

not feasible based on suburbanization, lack of food hubs, and economic support.  

If you take a drive through Kane County, there is no doubt that the sprawl of asphalt and 

houses in Kane County outnumbers the green pastures. This creates a huge issue for maintaining 



the farms desperately needed for local food to thrive. According to the 2007 census of 

Agriculture, Kane County is only 6% rural, compared to the 94% urban makeup of the county. 

The amount of farms have also dwindled from 759 with an average of 253 acres, while there was 

over 2029 farms with an average of 147 acres in 1949. The main difference between then and 

now is a similar pattern that can be seen throughout the entire state of Illinois. Smaller farms are 

being taken up by larger corporate farms on bigger plots of land. These corporations are forcing 

farms to farm commodity crops like corn and soybeans rather than seasonal crops that are needed 

for farmer’s markets to survive. According to foodfarmsjobs.org, there is a definite, “lack of 

support for diverse food production, based on the reliance of commodity crops.” It is becoming 

harder and harder for small farmers to buy the land they need to farm their crops.  

Many farms, including the family run Windy Acres Farm exist between many municipal 

facilities like schools and subdivisions. Windy Acres is the last farm in Geneva, IL and is 

completely land locked. Talking to Kristin Srail, daughter in the Srail family who began the farm 

in 1985 talked about the difficulties of explaining to people the benefits of local food, along with 

the numerous insurance payments and pre cautions needed to actually be at the Harvest Market.  

Sara Naden, owner of Naturally Naked foods spoke of similar but more so that actually 

processing her meat to be sold is much more difficult. A lot of people may not realize the work 

that is involved with selling products, especially meat and eggs at the market. Naden has to raise 

her very own chickens to be sold to the public, and then has to travel four hours away from her 

Sugar Grove based farm to Arthur, Illinois in order to have the chickens processed and cleared 

by the FDA. Only 100 chickens can be processed at a time, and in order for the eggs to be 

approved they have to go through a licensing process and certification by the health department. 

This has become very difficult because of the fact that Naden has to travel so incredibly far 



outside of her home in Sugar Grove. If there were more processing plants located in Northern 

Illinois, it would become possible for producers to have their meat processed and in a much more 

efficient manner. However, because of the lack of rural space for this to happen it means that the 

need for a processing facility may not be reasonable.  

 In order for local food hubs to expand, the ultimate goal is to have several food hubs 

available for widespread distribution of local produce. However, this is not entirely feasible 

either because of the fact that food hub facilities need farms that support the facility as well as a 

wide enough market. According to the USDA, the technical definition of a food hub is “a 

centrally located facility with a business management structure facilitating the aggregation, 

storage, processing, distribution, and/or marketing of locally/regionally produced food products.” 

The products brought into an aggregation center can be transported to larger facilities like 

universities and hospitals in Illinois. In a perfect world, this would be an amazing system to 

transport local food to large groups of people at these sites. However, there are still many 

obstacles that make this feat that much more challenging. 

 According to a study of local food done by foodfarmsjobs.org, some of the main 

obstacles in promoting a food hub center are the lack of diversification of crops, farmers do not 

trust current market opportunities, and there is simply not enough farm labor. All of these 

obstacles are correct, and create a complex web of issues that could take many years to resolve. 

The average age of a farm worker in Kane County is 56.1 years old, and this is average is higher 

in many areas of Illinois. While there are several different beginning farmers programs such as 

Land Link Services and the Illinois Beginning Farmer Bond Program, these are both programs 

that are still new and will take many years to grow into something worthwhile for the sake of 

agriculture. It will take a very long time for these programs to become up and running, and for 



the amount of new farmers placed in it to actually acquire the land to start a farm. The main issue 

lies within the fact that it is becoming increasingly difficult for new farmers to take on the 

plethora of new problems associated with modern agriculture. 

 The key idea with getting food from farms to larger institutions is through food hubs 

themselves. Currently there are only four food hubs in Illinois, one in the suburb of Niles and the 

others in Chicago. These are very small distribution centers, but none are large enough to set in 

place the utopia ideal of a food hub. It would be a several year process in order to compose a 

large facility food hub to meet the needs of a large population of people such as a hospital or 

university. 

 The Edible Economy Project in Central Illinois is a program started in 2010 that is trying 

to respond to the local food demand in the region. Still in progress “Heartland Community 

College partnered up with the Edible Economy Project and they will recieve a $99,000 Rural 

Business Enterprise Grant to assist small farmers and producers in Central Illinois.” The real 

question is whether the farmers involved will be willing to take a risk through this process. The 

reasons for starting one are clearly valid considering $26 billion dollars in food leaves the state 

each and every year. The total loss is 5 billion dollars. However, government farms are so 

engrained in central Illinois, McLean County being the highest producer of inedible corn and 

soybeans in the country that it seems like an undertaking much more complicated than wished 

for. Only 3% of our country’s farmland is used for vegetable fruit crops, meaning large scale 

farmers would need to find ways to produce these crops for the demand. It remains a struggle as 

to whether a large collection of small farmers in Kane County would be willing to meet the 

demand for a large center food hub, considering 1/6 people will continue to go out of their way 

for local food.  



 The initial plan for a large scale food hub involves aggregation, facilities, packinghouses, 

a web-based aggregator, and sales and marketing. The actual aggregation process faces 

numerous challenges involving the quality of food, safety, or wholesale sales and marketing 

strategies. ISupply is also a web-based tool that allows producers to connect with various market 

channels like retail, restaurants, and wholesale. This program is one of the most widely 

searchable collections of food related data. While this might have the ability to work in central 

Illinois where more farms are present, it is highly unlikely for farms in Kane County to join such 

an enormous mission to meet the demand.  

 The Shared Harvest is an undertaking in Elgin, Illinois with the idea of being a local 

foods grocery store in town. The mission statement explains,  

“Shared Harvest will be cooperatively owned grocery in the heart of Elgin that links consumers 

to affordable, healthy, locally-produced food, fosters sustainable agriculture, and contributes to 

the economic and cultural vibrancy of the Elgin community.”  

Any person is able to join the cooperative by purchasing a share for up to $100. A person can 

buy up to 5 shares and 500 shares need to be bought in order for the store to open. The goal is for 

the co-op to open in early 2014, however that depends on the amount of shares sold, as well as 

vendors involved. They are currently still in the process of acquiring vendors but several from 

the Harvest Market will be featured. The store also plans to sell natural pet food as well as 

cleaning supplies. The prospects for Shared Harvest to open would be a small stepping stone in 

the right direction for food hubs. The ability to create a spot in Downtown Elgin for people to 

obtain local food year round will be another way to connect food from farm to fork, but is still 



not as large of an undertaking a large food hub has the capacity for. It appears that it is going to 

require much more laborious efforts in order to make a large food hub prosper. 

 Just as the expansion of food hubs poses many risks for Kane County, there are countless 

financial barriers that do not permit the progression of a broader local food system. Every single 

year in the U.S. 12.8 million consumers spend 48 million dollars on fresh, prepared, and also 

processed foods. However, about 26 billion dollars leaves our state every single year in food 

resources. If a more well-knit local foods community was established in Kane County and other 

suburban counties, we would have the ability to create over 6.5 billion dollars in economic 

activity when it comes to producing our food closer to home. This effect however is a tricky bid 

considering the lofty chances of food hubs to be established in the coming years.   

 Based on a survey done in Kane County, the most important outcome s of local foods are 

to stimulate local business, retain local dollars, and to make local food more accessible to Kane 

County residents. As it is clearly visible, the top two reasons stem from economic concerns. 

Through the Elgin Harvest Market, the two are definitely accomplished; however the question is 

if these concerns can become addressed on a much larger scale. One of the barriers of local food 

based on the survey was that not enough businesses support local food.  This is definitely the 

case based on the suburbanization of Kane County and lack of farms as previously mentioned. In 

a world where economic value is placed above many other things, many supermarkets want to 

sell the produce that will give them the most bang for their buck. Being that local food is more 

expensive than conventions produce, many superstores won’t want to risk a loss of profits. 

 Chris Prchal, co-owner of Trogg’s Hollow Farm which a family owned farm is based in 

Poplar Grove and Elgin had many woes about the economic stability of purchasing land. “One 



acre of land should be selling $6000-$9000 in Kane County, however now they sell upwards of 

up to $20,000.” Prchal explained the situation of certain policies that do not allow the 

subdivision of farms, which puts pressure on the farmers to continually buy land that sells for 

more money. The taxes on this land are extremely high which can become challenging to keep 

up with payments.   The loans for farms also do not work in the same way for businesses, so 

many bankers do not believe that small farms are worth it to lend to. For this reason, it is 

becoming harder and harder for small farmers in Illinois to keep up with payments, without the 

danger of being bought out by large corporate farms such as Monsanto who have increased 

power to shut down small farms.  

 Essentially, big agriculture is a lot easier in our current food structure because corn and 

soybeans are the priority for our state. Sara Naden of Naturally Naked Foods also explained how 

loans for farms average 40% down. This means that farmers who want to use money for their 

farm have to pay a huge sum up front. This is not practical for small farms, considering the type 

of market they sell to compared to big agriculture. This poses a huge risk for farmers if they 

cannot hold up to the standards during a certain season for instance if there is a drought. It would 

be extremely hard for farmers to repay this money if bad circumstances come out of a season and 

there is nothing they can do to control it.  

 Among the many regulations small farmers have to abide by, the FDA has come out with 

a brand new hit that may put small farmers at risk. The Food Safety Modernization Act has 

placed new regulations on such things as monitoring water usage. The new rules placed are 

estimated to cost a small farm $250,000-$500,000 a year in sales and $13,000 a year. This is just 

another example of larger entities trying to bear down against small farmers. These regulations 



mean that among other numerous fees they have to abide by, the threat of having locally grown 

food will be that much more intensive of a process. 

 Given that these regulations will be costly, they are only a small percentage of the cost 

that farmers have in order to be represented at farmers markets. Each vendor has to pay certain 

fees to be at the market on top of everything else. Many of the farmers at the market and in 

general have to have second jobs to support their business and family. Given that the Elgin 

Harvest Market is only awarded $20,000 a season, this is proves impractical for supporting the 

developments of a more progressive market. A permanent structure such as one featured in the 

Madison, Wisconsin or Eau Claire, Wisconsin markets may be a prospective project for the 

community. However, based on the economic input, and demographics of the area, something 

larger may not even be necessary. Only time can really tell if the economic structures of our state 

will become more supportive of a local foods overhaul. 

 To conclude, the ideal outcome for local foods at the Elgin Harvest Market and Kane 

County is a lofty and complicated road. There are many difficulties involving the 

suburbanization, food hubs, and economic problems. Hopefully with time, the small steps of 

progress will sew the loose ends of a disconnected food gap. It is going to take a much larger 

overhaul to turn around the issues we have in Kane County. Water, sun, and a lot of hard work 

are needed to run a farm. With that being said, a binding of lawmakers, farmers, communities, 

and companies all need to plant a seed.  
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