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Rising interest in freezing produce 

By RICHIE DAVIS, Recorder Staff 

It’s one thing to savor locally grown Deerfield sweet corn in August and Whately peas in July, but what about in January?  That’s the vision behind a push to look at freezing locally grown vegetables and fruits in a pair of studies, in Greenfield and Deerfield. 

Could local farmers make more money by freezing produce and selling it in the valley during the winter months?  About 100,000 pounds of snow peas, snap peas, string beans and corn beans were all frozen by the Western Massachusetts Food Processing Center last summer in a pilot project that may help see how viable it would be to freeze food in the Greenfield-based shared commercial kitchen as a way of extending the market for area growers.  
Now, John Waite, executive director of the Franklin County Community Development Corp., which owns the center, is looking at whether to add an affordable freezing component to the CDC’s 8year-old processing center on Wells Street.  “That way, our farmers could do more during the regular growing season,” said Waite. “Could we plant more? I don’t know. But people are trying to extend the growing season, so the potential for more food product is there.” 

The processing center, which has been used by 130 businesses ­ primarily cooking and baking “value-added” products made from mostly local ingredients ­ tested the freezing idea last summer with a 36-hour effort to cut, wash, blanch, vacuum pack and freeze more than 50 tons of vegetables for Hartford-based FreshPoint Connecticut. It was a pilot project promoted by that business’s executive vice president, David Yandow, for a test of expanding sales of locally grown produce.  “To me, it’s all about the community buying local,” said Yandow, whose grandfather started with the 135-year-old food supplier that eventually grew into Fowler & Hunting and was purchased 3½ years ago by food giant Sysco. “I want to see if we can extend the season for locally grown, instead of going with frozen green beans from Green Giant.”  
But selling local frozen food, which his company is testing the market for with mostly school customers, is something “we’ll be lucky to break even on,” given the current recession’s effect on school purchasing. “It’s easy to grow stuff; it’s hard to market and sell it.”  The idea of gathering food from some of the 140 Connecticut and Massachusetts farms Yandow buys from, was something he'd talked about for seven years, and the success won't be known until the last batches are sold in several months, he said.   
Sysco, of which FreshPoint subsidiaries around the country are regional distributors, claims to be "North America's largest food-service marketer and distributor." In order for hospitals, restaurants and educational and other institutions to spend more for locally grown food - which in a nonfrozen state can be promoted as fresher - "you have to create the demand, the pull," Yandow said. That can be around local growers who are neighbors keeping the land open, who may employ more environmentally friendly growing practices or don't have to transport their produce thousands of miles as fuel costs increase.   
"We'd all love to have stuff grown in Greenfield and Leyden and sold in the local schools," said Waite. "But their budgets are only going down, so how can you do it and pay the farmer a fair price and pay the processor and get it there?"   For the CDC, which hired five temporary employees working 11-hour days cutting ends of beans and pea pods, the process involved blanching for 30 seconds in boiling water, placing the vegetables in five-minute cold baths, then vacuum sealing them in 5pound bags and putting them in the freezer.   
A more efficient way to do it - and one more geared to retail packaging - would involve "quick freeze" equipment so that each bean or berry is individually frozen, without vacuum packing.   Community Involved in Sustaining Agriculture has already begun a roughly $37,000 federally funded study of mobile quick-freeze equipment, based on a freezer owned by the state of Vermont.   CISA is talking to farmers about how they might use such flash-freeze equipment, with a blanching tub added, and who would own and maintain it, said Project Manager Margaret Christie. 

Among the other questions the Deerfield-based organization will explore is how increasingly stringent state, federal and, in some cases, local, regulations could affect a mobile processor.   Whatever the findings of the study, due this fall, CISA plans to share them with the CDC, she said. Waite said he's also interested in looking at the marketing aspects of the CISA study.   "What I was wondering, if we had a quick-freeze unit here, would people come 20 miles with their veggies?" Waite said, "and is that more efficient than having one of these mobile units, with all of the associated problems with that?"   
Waite said he's looking at possibly applying for a U.S. Department of Agiculture Rural Business Enterprise Grant, or a newly introduced Value Added Producer Grant, to help buy some of the estimated $50,000 in equipment to efficiently do quick-freezing for farmers. The Greenfield food processing center would also need to augment its freezer, which is now limited to 10 pallets, as well as its walk-in cooler capacity.   
One challenge will be to collaborate with farmers, for whom the Value Added Producer Grant is intended, and who would ultimately benefit from the project, said Waite.   "If we could cut the time in half, then we could pay the farmer more and also charge less to the (purchasing institution)," he said. 

FreshPoint, which Waite hopes will repeat the project next year, may prefer to deal with larger farms, but he added, "We know, we have a lot smaller farmers up here, and we could have a pickup and distribution system, then it could go to several farms to make it worthwhile here." In any case, he added, "It's all about the rural areas feeding the urban areas, instead of us in Franklin County just trying to feed ourselves, and Springfield still importing from Southern California. With our population here, that makes us all feel good that we're all eating local." But for the region's farmers to thrive, "we need these 400,000 people in Hampden County to eat local."  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