
EVENT NOTES 
22 January 2026 

WELCOME AND ORIENTATION  
Twilia Fisher - Economic Development Director  
Tracy Scheckel - URCI consultant for food hub concept, and work to better meet food needs locally  

 
KEYNOTE SPEAKER  
Susanne Lee - Faculty Fellow at UMaine Mitchell Center for Sustainability Solutions  
BIO  

● discussion notes handout   
● Came into academia to work at the business school, but ended up in the sustainability world.. NOW 

working with communities in ME and herself to live a new way.  
● Circular Food Systems: finding ways to better use all our food. Wasting food, especially in ME, far away 

from food hubs and generally rural, is such a waste. Everything and every part of what was raised and 
grown in ME used to be utilized.  

● Mitchell Center at UMaine is a RESEARCH Center. Stakeholder directed. Work on projects that 
communities bring to them.  

○ State came to them and said we have too much waste. ⅓ of the waste stream in ME is FOOD! 
Most of it, good and edible food. It could have been eaten.  

○ Betterment Fund (focused in this region of ME) funding source to develop a resilient rural food 
system  

● CIRCULAR FOOD SYSTEM: circular, waste-free food system model where food is always put to its best 
and highest use in order to benefit the entire community  

○ A way of using our food that will not be disrupted by shortage of labor, tariffs, weather, climate 
change, etc. we can withstand shocks to the system.  

○ We throw away 40% of the food we produce in the U.S.! We are wasting land, energy, water, on 
food we never eat.  

■ #1 reduce the amount of unwanted food  
■ #2 feed people  
■ #3 feed animals  
■ #4 compost/convert into fuel  

○ 1871 map - showing where the farm and food producer is to illustrate a resilient food system  
○ The resilience of your food system—knowing where the food is grown, how to move it 

effectively, getting it to who needs it, and if there is extra, how do you get it back to the soil to 
nourish the food grown in the future.  

● Target Communities: Big opportunity to connect food grown in excess in the field to food pantries  
● Food System Model Insights: Linear vs. Circular  

○ LINEAR: Take raw materials → make products → use → waste 
■ We have limited resources (drought, land) AND Maine has a landfill capacity challenge 

with our largest landfill expected to reach capacity by 2028 (Juniper Ridge Landfill) 

https://umaine.edu/mitchellcenter/people/susanne-lee/#:%7E:text=Within%20that%20transdisciplinary%20group%2C%20Susanne,end%20food%20waste%20in%20Maine.
https://mail-attachment.googleusercontent.com/attachment/u/0/?ui=2&ik=c0c81f77e4&attid=0.1&permmsgid=msg-f:1854960003399312308&th=19be244b8b2c63b4&view=att&zw&disp=inline&saddbat=ANGjdJ8VytSNFLGDBTlgybsNn88nPNWrThQYqGBbXHje91esT9O-FPIZtGIjVtvNk8dTc3QzfbC1wkkoG1hw5lwRH8h0cdnXQebYmWjbuvHIIpMnZLkeSb6YtIQtPZqmJjPGkSAfN5PCkrV0XgJOfx6EjASkorv7D_QrrCktf_gB--u3xVp2gQQVVeV16-HJSIrqiUBJkmDtIOCU-IeH-Z9POE34rZXFj_yxdPki09nv_0P9Mj4SqGV8qnMDepvtssssY9o3zIIeYXNQ9ukQ0F3AS9RFBqOvxU3kZeBKXOGlQvPQrKzLQWjTVvGfOsl6BAkHNc9YAQ9GPma5gePDlj_EEfWtGSOggQEKaYVJwge7W6ZMXAz7oBPP1T7OeTlySy-gP8Q0UqNe-keQRpyCjPQN4vJMQqYZCy3oF5p2yEQ1MojXjDN8HnD7XK6eJl6iKdy3ScZ3LnrE5-IIkwImI7W3J3WBWS9XryTgmbt2UEUMjneLxLls-CgCg5DSwuNLAhRAhjxejt9a4iK2Ym4ZtVs04AkZ5u5CQO2CzsYa9LOo_QkIhjaqcaRpS3KL6TBftDq54n5LdkORL5FtSFr8vHjTJJV2eiS1ixYSb_FblTpdVU10TqGsNRT0ojm_ukZm7QTt1ZezEEk0FMR5e-XPEQHAmxh-OA7_phdsIJfdV4s49c6SdvPzjtdVz6np178O1C648MUSAqn84sK46pbDv9gjnhUUfLBE8REL3UhRM17TVPMQLcCFQx4A_IzQqaYmXdDsL4tyASqEOeUTy85f-Do7NYbgxxs6ULUBv1sVrzKd4MtiDLfbezsxTBsNYqfijS13fzK8CLb5tLuF8DhtdVm9HniPCuEJ1nSOxO4TrjY4qlAPb96QqYY8z6ufeGkS5fGLn9VXr3lIc0bioslqndmKuj1kzK-N8xdz-NoWoVwqEcST6zU4vj11sRiuzow3cbuvRw3eyAddT4vX_ck2MQQ7svI69CW2s4Sy7sCOpthI7AijMJzxmdzRtc3pTDwrJhzOetSzyaDgRqxpKIPY
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● Liquid comes out of trash (because of food being thrown away) and leaks into the 
water system. Steps were taken to take to waste water treatment facilities, but 
now PFAS.  

○ PFAS problem: trying to recycle/upcycle sludge from landfills by putting in 
a stream, but that is with the key that it’s a clean stream.   

● Now, trash is being trained to PA and OH. municipal bills increase with this added 
transport to move trash.  

○ NO BODY WANTS TO TALK ABOUT THEIR TRASH  
● Food composting and recycling programs (cardboard, plastic, aluminum) can 

result in major waste diversion rates (SF, 80% diversion; Minnesota, 45.3%) 
○ CIRCULAR: Make products → use them → waste → take used materials → make products  

■ Will the product have viability in the system, or is it made to simply be thrown away? (i.e. 
single use products)  

■ Key in a circular system is to connect all the food system stakeholders—farmers, 
producers, processors, distributors, retailers, consumers, food pantries, recyclers to 
ensure that food is never wasted or lost.   

● gleaning connection between farmer and pantry  
● adjustment of cost to ensure imperfect veggies are consumed (maybe processed)  
● Mainers Feeding Mainers  
● food after an event or party has a place to go after (shelter, pantry, shared 

amongst guests)  
● Companies in Maine taking part in the circular food system: Bristol Seafood, 

Maine Grains 
○ Have figured out how to keep excess clean and reusable, and make a 

profit on it (spent grains going to dog food)  
● Circular Economy Model Challenges 

○ Cut down single use materials; use what we have for longer  
○ Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR): Recently passed in the state of Maine legislature!  

■ Before… didn’t matter about packaging and what they used to package materials  
■ Now… requires producers to help pay for the waste in the end due to packaging  

● Applies to any company that sells in Maine 
● One participant raised a concern that producers might increase prices for 

consumers to offset potential profit losses. Susanne responded that Maine is not 
the only state with this policy in place, and that other states have implemented 
measures to prevent that kind of outcome. 

○ Right to Repair legislation: allowing consumers to fix things rather than throw them away  
○ The idea of "commercially compostable products:” not actually compostable. Most of them have 

some kind of coating that can include PFAS. The issue is single use! Need to get back to 
reusables.  
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● Circular Economy Model Benefits  
○ PROFIT  

■ Maximizes farm and food industry income  
● Stops farm food food loss and waste by ensuring that all food is economically 

advantageous  
■ Reduces waste costs  
■ Promotes economic development  

○ PEOPLE  
■ Builds and strengthens community communication and connection 

● Portland gives out small grants to communities who have clothing swaps, 
neighborhood cleanups, etc.  

● This increases community resilience!  
■ Promotes community health  

● Gotta eat! Everybody needs to be fed.  
■ Enhances personal well-being and happiness   

○ PLANET  
■ Reduces local air and water pollution  
■ Fights climate change  
■ Builds soil health and productivity  

● Ellsworth Circular Food System Opportunity  
○ Identify and invite key food system stakeholders to a food system planning meeting  
○ Highlight specific food system education and infrastructure opportunities to better connect area 

food system stakeholders  
○ Build food system/food waste education  

■ Food waste plans and courses in schools  
○ Increase local food donation and food recovery programs  

■ Downeast Gleaning Initiative  
■ Direct connections between food producers and pantries and meal programs 
■ Food Expiration label guidance  

○ Consider new community feeding and composting programs  
■ Chickadee Compost  

○ Develop a connected, circular, waste-free food system plan  
○ Promote local food system project through media and ongoing communication and outreach  

  

https://healthyacadia.org/hffa-degi
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/food-safety/safe-food-handling-and-preparation/food-safety-basics/food-product-dating
https://www.chickadeecompost.com/
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WHERE AM I IN THE LOCAL FOOD SYSTEM  
Hannah Semler - FarmDrop  

● Food system design—waste is a symptom of bad design. So, how can we create a system that has less 
waste?  

○ There might always be some waste (i.e. farmers plant extra in case of pest or drought), but how 
can we be flexible enough to absorb uncertainty and surplus, shift sourcing practices, to create a 
resourceful system?  

● Hannah’s background… started Gleaning at Healthy Acadia, Feeding the 5000s event, ME Gleaning 
Network – not a scarcity problem! We have a system problem.  

○ FarmDrop - how can farmers sell their products when the market is uncertain, consumers can 
consistently buy from their local farmer, and employees can craft a food system.  

○ Whole Crops Principal Consulting - reducing food waste world wide   
● Red sticky notes: burning questions; blue sticky notes: name and who you are/affiliation  
● OUR FOOD SYSTEM GROUPS  

○ PRODUCER / farmer  
○ PROCESSOR /   
○ DISTRIBUTER /  
○ CONSUMER / individual buys food  

 

BREAKOUT GROUPS 
Everyone in the room divided into 4 groups (self-identified), producer, processor, distributor, and consumer, and 
discussed successes, needs, challenges, and ideas to improve the food system from their perspectives. After 
discussion, a representative from each group shared out to the room a summary.  
 
PRODUCERS  

● Strengths 
○ great support that producers have in state of Maine (feds in funding and tech support, state, 

cooperative extension, and people want local food in Maine!) 
○ Good partnerships in community already exist—farmers’ market, Gleaning Initiative, food 

pantries  
○ Maine’s natural environment is a priority for many Mainers.  
○ Pretty good variety of places to distribute food.  

● Weaknesses 
○ Lack of connection between all these elements. Not set up to work together to make the magic 

happen  
○ Some groups are underrepresented: fisherman, foragers, indigenous people  
○ Labor shortages 
○ Limited access to food education and healthy food awareness 

● Opportunities  

https://farmdrop.us/
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1MxvAOqLdTDB0yS9XMkOkzf0he5BqaF00/edit?usp=drive_link&ouid=109288206215953023102&rtpof=true&sd=true
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1MxvAOqLdTDB0yS9XMkOkzf0he5BqaF00/edit?usp=drive_link&ouid=109288206215953023102&rtpof=true&sd=true
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○ Healthy prepackaged and premade foods—processing hub to make this happen, increase 
accessibility to all consumers for good local food  

○ Provide education to all stages of life, how to grow, cook, and food access programs  
○ Importance of connection and community: makes our system strong and resilient  

■ Food as a CONNECTOR  
○ State of world is scary, but also an opportunity to show how the system is not working. Spotlight 

to local food.  
● Threats 

○ Climate change  
○ Gentrification  
○ Average age of producers is super high… hard to attract young folks into food producing careers  

 
PROCESSERS 

● Strengths 
○ Wymans, Maine Shellfish, Maine Seacoast Veg, Loaves & Fishes – commercial kitchen availability 

for smaller growers?  
○ Business support: CEI, URCI, Cooperative extension  
○ Help navigate changes and requirements  

● Weaknesses 
○ Meat, poultry, and dairy processing decreasing in Maine  
○ Labor-intensive operations 
○ Challenges for scaling for smaller processors. Need for guidance at each stage to move that 

forward.  
● Opportunities 

○ Communication and connection of resources: there are a lot! Central administration food hub 
that holds information and templates at each stage.  

○ Support for value-added producing in the state—sustinability, increasing revenue, keeping 
business viable, and using more of the products they are producing.  

● Threats 
○ Complex regulations and legal ambiguity (e.g., expiration dates, packaging rules) 

 
DISTRIBUTION 

● Strengths  
○ Existing infrastructure and distribution  
○ Community pick-up locations  

■ Businesses are eager to step up!  
○ Collaborative distribution systems  
○ Network opportunities (like this one!) to define problem and map solutions  

● Weaknesses  

https://www.ceimaine.org/
https://unionriverinnovation.com/
https://extension.umaine.edu/
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○ Limited freezer space: lack of storage and processing means food leaves our community  
○ More networking across the food system AND money for piloting  
○ Insufficient funding for existing solutions to access to scale and invest on what is working  

● Opportunities  
○ Freezer space: more in Ellsworth  
○ Processing for seafood  
○ Approaching businesses to create what we need  
○ Utilize existing infrastructure for coops  

● Threats 
○ Distances for people to markets contributes to food security (travel barrier) → creating more 

centralized food systems  
○ Demand outside of Maine drives prices up here in Maine  

 
CONSUMERS  

● Strengths  
○ School district feeds the most people in our community. 1600 kids! (but not enough $$ to feed 

kids healthy food…)  
○ Food Pantry and collaborations with group  
○ Community gardens  
○ Adult Ed programming (cooking classes, composting with worms)  
○ Cooperative Extension  
○ Hancock County Tech College  
○  HC Planning Commission: Jana is now resilience coordinator  

● Weaknesses  
○ Young people lack resources (food, money, housing, skills)  
○ Ellsworth is final distribution point in Downeast. Can there be a network that takes food further 

Downeast by leveraging current resources? 
○ Education and need for a cultural shift: slow food convivium  

● Opportunities  
○ Adult Ed classes specific to skill building applicable to food jobs  
○ Tourism  

● Threats 
○ Tourism  
○ Distribution of local food happens with out of state companies  
○ Limited access to organic food (not label it organic, and put skull and crossbones on the non-

organic food)  
○ Affordability  

 

VISIONING SESSION 
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Back at your food system groups, come up with 3 actionable items that we can do in the next 12 months AND 
one big dream item.  

● Producers  
○ Action Items 

■ Create a local distribution system with pick-up and delivery: goal os stronger farm 
viability and access  

■ Quarterly meeting: mass producers, consumers, etc. talk about commercial kitchens for 
farmer and value added products  

■ Cooking classes led by farmers, fishers, and foragers. Recipe cards! And tie in HCTC. 
○ Big dream 

■ Paradigm shift with people who are “easy consumers” to a sustainability ethic.  
● Processors  

○ Action Items  
■ Compiling a list, one stop shop, for the resources that are out there that can support a 

business with whatever their needs are (i.e. new packaging, kitchen space, etc.)  
■ Support to pilot and try new things with the opportunity to have an outside org support 

them through the process  
■ Clarifying and tweaking the legal landscape around expiration dates  
■ Collaboration and connection to make it all happen!  

○ Big dream 
■ Didn’t get here!  

● Distribution  
○ Action Items  

■ Local healthy food distribution to schools throughout Downeast  
■ Start a YouTube channel—”Cooking Downeast” or “Food Downeast”  

● grassroots exposure farm to table / sea to table  
■ Find ways to use the new calendar system (City software) to maximize awareness  

○ Big dream 
■ Sub committee of consumers for a meeting in a month  

● Consumers  
○ Action Items  

■ Feasibility study of seafood distribution bottlenecks  
■ Funding for a shared electric fleet of vehicles for distribution  

● Retail, business, and food security on the same route  
■ Connect local channels between food clubs, online markets, etc.  

○ Big dream 
■ Fully engaged, educated local food culture 
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WHAT’S NEXT  
● Downeast Food System Partnership - Healthy Acadia, SCEC, and GrowSmart Maine  

○ Ellsworth workshop hosted in spring 2025  
○ Machias workshop hosted in summer 2025  
○ What we learned:  

■ Improving transportation and logistics  
■ Investing in shared food system facilities  
■ Enhancing food education in schools and community  

● Food Hub Event: to hone ideas and services, learn from other attempts, bring in experts, define a hub 
specific to our region  

○ Goal: learn and make a plan for a potential food hub in Downeast  
○ Planned for EARLY APRIL. Specific date TBD.  

● Input from the room: what would make the April meeting helpful, who do you want to hear from, what 
topics a part of a food hub are you excited about, what gives you pause?  

○ Hesitancy of “hub” language. Can be limiting…  
○ Go out as individuals and do the research. Could “the” hub be a network? 
○ Network of commercial kitchen so producers don’t have to travel as far  
○ More exposure around farmers markets and more vendors  

■ Community table, links from city Ellsworth website to apply to be a vendor 
○ Create regional food plan (explore Vermont’s regional food planning model) 
○ Putting in work right now, between now and April, to bring information to April meeting 

■ Send subsequent information to Tracy, Twila, & DFSP group to hold and bring that info to 
April meeting  


