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Introduction

A food system network is ultimately a connected network (Brass, Galaskiewicz, Greve, & Tsai, 2004) of people and organizations. Local and regional food systems are vital to long-term sustainable food production, but these emergent systems are not always efficiently organized for all involved. For sustainable agriculture, a major part of the food system network is the producers. In order to understand how the regional producer network impacts sustainable agriculture and how producers use the network to support sustainable agriculture, we must understand what resources producers still seek and needs they still have to improve their farming practices and markets for their products. It is also important to understand how well-connected producers are to the network to access such resources. This is at the heart of providing effective and efficient clientele programs (Doerfert, 2011).

Within the North Central Florida (NCF) producer network, connections among producers and the other links in the food system that would allow access to resources about sustainable agricultural practices and the local food system appear weak. While the NCF producer network seems to be growing, it is unclear who benefits from this system and how clearly this system is being built in a way that encourages and enhances the benefits for sustainable agriculture. However, until now, the evidence for this weakness is anecdotal rather than based on systematic research. 

Conceptual or theoretical framework

This study uses social network analysis as a framework as part of a larger study to support flow of sustainable agricultural practices throughout our producer network of Extension clientele (Kumar Chaudhary & Warner, 2015). This study represents the first step in gathering information about central players in the network through focus groups in order to run a full social network analysis (Zack, 2000). Ultimately we want to promote diffusion of sustainable agricultural practices throughout the network. Therefore, we had the following objectives: first, identify ways that the NCF food system network currently meets and does not meet producer needs for sustainable agricultural practice resources, and second, identify current needs for and barriers to adoption of sustainable agricultural practices among producers in the NCF food system, particularly around access to resources. 

Methodology

One focus group of NCF food system producers was held in each of the two metro areas in the region. The focus groups were asked about current sustainable agricultural practices the producers have incorporated, are implementing, or would like to implement; what resources they use related to sustainable production, including in particular human members of their network and Cooperative Extension resources; how they use resources such as Cooperative Extension to support, implement, or plan for those practices; and what further needs or continuing barriers they face. Focus groups were recorded and transcribed. Thematic, top-down coding (Auerbach & Silverstein, 2003) identified categories of answers to the research questions. 
Results

Six participants attended the northern metro focus group and seven the southern. Ten of the producers labeled themselves specifically fruit, vegetable, or specialty crops producers, one identified as both a fruit, vegetable, or specialty crops and animal producer, one labeled them self as solely an animal producer, and one identified a mushroom producer and bee keeper. Seven producers labeled their operations’ practices as almost all sustainable, and five labeled their operations’ practices as partly sustainable. 

The producers identified several resources, barriers, and needs they used and faced in their operations. The main resources the producers used are: other producers, the internet, sustainable agriculture related organizations, social media outlets, and some Cooperative Extension resources. The main barriers the producers face are: lack of labor sources, lack of business development opportunities, lack of Cooperative Extension availability, lack of proper networking opportunities, lack of NCF-specific growing or producing sources, incorrect consumer knowledge, and lack of relationships with local restaurants. The producers specifically asked for: region-specific sustainable growing trials, resources that are easily accessible and organized, a producer directory for networking, co-operative opportunities, and more networking events.  

Conclusions and Recommendations

The NCF producers seem to be highly reliant on one-on-one interactions with other producers that they know. They do not rely extensively on Cooperative Extension in Florida, though they do access some information from Georgia Extension. Those that attended the focus group are already implementing a number of sustainable practices overall and may be able to serve as resources for other producers interested in implementing these practices. 

Using the results from the focus groups, a social network analysis will determine what the food system network currently looks like, including who is well-connected and who is only peripherally or not at all connected. By starting with central nodes and resources identified with the small producer population in this study, a survey will be created for all members of the NCF food system to complete, asking about which human or organizational resources in the network they use and with whom they collaborate most often (Scott & Carrington, 2011; Zack, 2000). 

To enhance practice, by sharing the resource needs with non-profits and Extension, materials and programs may be made to help address these needs. Furthermore, this research will allow the non-profits and Extension to highlight existing sustainable agriculture resources for those who may be connected in the network but in need of further resources, as well as bettering their efforts of outreach to those identified in the network as peripheral or not at all involved.

As a producer network is ultimately made up of the people, organizations, and institutions that grow, move, buy, and sell food, understanding how these people and organizations intertwine is crucial in developing new resources to help farmers better their sustainable efforts. In order for farmers to adopt and maintain sustainable farming practices, they must have the resources and network to succeed with this work and must realize a positive impact on their business model.
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