Northeast Sustainable Agriculture Working Group


A Northeast “Food Knowledge Ecosystem” (NEFKE): 

Accessing, Managing, Sharing and Using Information to Meet Food System Goals

Many Northeast groups and individuals are involved in projects and programs that seek to understand and improve our food system. They share a need for information and connections that inform and advance their work. Equally important, groups (and their funders) need effective ways to clarify goals and outcomes, and assess progress in realizing them. But with gaps, inconsistencies and “information overload”, it can be challenging to find, organize and use disparate knowledge resources effectively.
NEFKE brings together researchers, practitioners, information intermediaries and other food system stakeholders to address these issues. Together, we seek to build more effective ways to collaboratively develop and leverage regional knowledge about food systems change work. Our emphasis is on strengthening connections among existing efforts and resources. We will cultivate an innovative and adaptive “knowledge ecosystem” – a network of networks based on collaborative agreements, common standards and shared or networked platforms.
As convener of this ambitious and open-ended project, NESAWG is taking first steps in developing a framework, employing cutting-edge web-based strategies that support information discovery, access and use. Our hope is to provide immediate benefits as well as experience and a base from which further NEFKE efforts can grow.  Because so much of this early work is exploratory and experimental, we will initially focus on one food system component and one pilot region -- farm-to-institution in New England. Farm to Institution New England (FINE) will be our “backbone organization” for this phase.
In Year One, we will: 

1. Support FINE’s pursuit of appropriate metrics and indicators to measure progress and impacts. We are planning a July workshop on theory of change and measuring outcomes for the FINE learning community.
2. Research and report on existing information and data on metrics and indicators, building from work already underway (e.g., FINE’s “compendium”), and reaching out to subject matter experts. 
3. Work with, support and coordinate with FINE’s Metrics Advisory Committee and its coordinator.

4. Explore stakeholder and network mapping tools that could be useful for FINE by identifying players, geographic location, relationships and roles. This will feed into a NEFKE “registry”. 
5. Integrate workshop outcomes and research into FINE’s fall Forum, helping to engage a wider range of farm-to-institution actors in New England and NY into a learning community. 
6. Provide input and guidance into FINE’s new website; synchronize it with NEFKE as possible.

In tandem with the farm-to-institution focus, we will work to build our understanding of knowledge ecosystem approaches and lay the groundwork to establish ours. In Year One, we will: 

1. Gain a better understanding of the nature and properties of existing regional databases (e.g., NEFOOD, NESAWG, FINE), and what might be needed for integration into the NEFKE. 

2. Drawing from the above, develop a shared vocabulary for understanding the roles and relationships of various entities and support networks (e.g. business, Extension and NGOs) within the regional food system. This will be used as a structure for a regional registry (using a platform such as VIVOweb.org) from which “profiles” can be generated, describing people, organizations, ​​activities, resources and expertise across the Northeast, and the connections that exist between them. 

3. Support our initial work with a project wiki, while exploring other relevant food system collaborative web platforms (e.g., LocalFoodSystems.org) for possible future application.

4. Gather more information on knowledge ecosystem models and tools (e.g., Insight, Netway, eXtension.org) 

5. Research and identify the first round of key data sources (e.g., Ag Census, ERS).
6. Build our project’s definition and goals for “communities of practice” and “learning communities.”

7. Support FINE with mapping and data collection and participate in FINE’s fall Forum. 
8. Hold a training on using and understanding data, and any tools developed in Year One.
As a result of this project, food system stakeholders will be more able to access, use and share information. We will improve collaboration, and build groups’ capacity to measure progress. Support from the John Merck Fund will be leveraged toward additional funding to expand applicability to other components of regional food systems. 

