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ABOVE: Nate Parks looks over recently tilled soil ready for planting inside a high tunnel at Silverthorn Farm Feb. 4 near Rossville.
BELOW TOP: Twelve varieties of tomatoes are grow at Silverthorn Farm. BELOW BOTTOM: Seedlings sprout at Silverthorn Farm.

Seasonal
squeeze
With a shift to fresh and local food, the cold-weather
market struggles to adjust for supply and demand
Domenica Bongiovanni
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aze down the length of an Indiana high tunnel or green-

BY THE NUMBERS

house in early February, and you’ll see vegetables in

Total greenhouse vegetables and fresh
cut herbs grown under glass or other
protection. Statistics measured farms
that produced at least $1,000 of agricultural products in its respective year.
In the U.S.
2007: 4,075 farms grew those crops on
about 1,418 acres
2012: 8,750 farms grew those crops on
about 2,250 acres
In Indiana
2007: 91 farms grew those crops on
about 14 acres
2012: 203 farms grew those crops on
about 28 acres

transition. h Clumps of spinach still are settled into the
ground in some places. In others, crumbled dirt and tiny
bits of green leaves lie where chard and kale grew a

short time before. h The scene captures the end of the season extension

for winter crops — mostly cold-hardy greens and root vegetables that
were planted in the fall and can survive cold temperatures. It also shows
the beginning of farmers readying the soil for spring produce. h Ask
growers about their schedule, and they’ll relay the importance of ensuring the ground is prepared in time for warmer-season vegetables like
tomatoes. The public anticipates these items, buying them at spring
farm stands and markets.
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Before spring blossoms, there’s
Groundhog Day and daylight saving
time.
But for many families in Greater
Lafayette, Purdue University’s Family Fun Day is a sure sign warm
weather is coming.
Purdue Student Union Board hosted the annual event Sunday in Purdue Memorial Union’s north ballroom. As kids read or played games
with student volunteers, dozens of
families lined up at tables to register
for summer programming offered
by various organizations, including
Girl Scouts and Boiler Kids Camp.
“Over the summer, when parents
are still at work but kids are not at
school — we want to bridge that gap
and offer resources to families,” said
Clair Perry, director of traditional
events for PSUB, “and at the same
time make books and reading fun for
kids.”
The event is also designed to
“reach out to the Lafayette and
Greater Lafayette community,” Perry said.
Maggie Boaz said she and her
daughter, Emily, attended a PSUB
event last year and enjoyed interacting with the Purdue community.
“We had a great time,” she said,
“especially having services for kids,
it gives us something to do.”
Pooja Gaud and her daughter, Aanya, regularly attend university
events and classes.
“They have lots of games,” she
said, “and we come here every year.”
Daniel Lusk, an Indianapolisbased magician, also performed for
kids during the event.

*Numbers according to U.S. Census
of Agriculture

See VEGETABLES, Page 4A

Opinions

5A

@JCONLINE
7

Obituaries 2D

Sports

1C

Tech

1D

FACEBOOK.COM/JOURNALANDCOURIER
7

Weather

6D
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VEGETABLES
Continued from Page 1A

So where does this leave the winter
vegetables and their market?
In the past several years, the use of
high tunnels and greenhouses to extend
the growing season for hearty vegetables has tagged along with the overall
tendency toward locally grown farm-totable ingredients, providing tasty menu
fundamentals and garnishes at restaurants and in the home kitchens of customers.
State data show a noteworthy increase in food grown in protected structures, which include high tunnels and
greenhouses. In 2009, 32 operations
raised about 3 acres of food crops under
protection, according to the Census of
Horticultural Specialties. In 2014, the
same census showed 66 operations that
grew almost 12 acres.
These numbers, calculated by the
U.S. Department of Agriculture’s National Agricultural Statistics Service,
show operations that produced and sold
$10,000 or more of horticultural specialty products in its respective year. The
products include vegetables, melons,
strawberries and sprouts that were
grown under protection and in hydroponic systems.
The rise of growth inside protected
structures doesn’t exactly translate to a
wealth of winter vegetables. That season’s market still is relatively small, said
Maria Marshall, professor of agricultural economics at Purdue University.
But it is flexible, in part because it depends somewhat on the whims of Indiana
weather and because it must give in to
the schedules of crops harvested in the
fall and spring. The greens and root vegetables that can survive in chilly temperatures collect more sugar to arm themselves against the cold, and their sweet
results charm chefs and consumers.
Because volumes aren’t as high as
other seasons’ counterparts, restaurants
and other vendors cannot fully rely on a
consistent stock.
As the culture shifts toward fresh and
local food, the winter market struggles
with adjusting for supply and demand.
But the need and desire is present.
“If there wasn’t market for (winter
produce), you’re not going to last very
long,” said Kevin Cooley, who owns Cooley Family Farm in Tippecanoe County
with his wife, Tracy.
But offerings are slimmed down, and
customers don’t always realize plants actually can grow once farmers markets
shut down in the fall.
“This is about the lowest point you can
get as far as what’s available (locally),”
said Kirsten Serrano, who owns Restauration and La Scala with her husband, Paco.

A shift toward smaller
Some operations have as many as 16
acres under high tunnels that can produce at least 101/2 months out of the year,
said David King, program director for
Indiana Grown, which promotes local
products in the state.
But winter vegetables often exist in
smaller farms, like Nate and Emily
Parks’ Silverthorn Farms in Rossville,
Reuben and Becky Brubaker’s The
Weathered Plow in Carroll County, and
Cooley Family Farm in Tippecanoe
County. They thrive in tinier spots, too,
like in a hydroponic system in the Brubakers’ basement.
“It’s kind of a shift away from bigger
farming and doing things to keep the
land healthy and extend the season and
grow more diverse product and actually
working the land themselves. ... It’s been
a lot of growth over the last couple of
years,” said Alan Sternberg, executive
chef of Cerulean Indianapolis, who said
he has seen an increase in local produce
across all seasons.
State data show an increase in food
grown under glass or other protection,
which includes high tunnels and greenhouses. In 2007, 91 farms raised about 14
acres of total greenhouse vegetables and
fresh-cut herbs, according to the Census
of Agriculture. In 2012, the same census
showed 203 farms that grew almost 28
acres.
These numbers, calculated by the
U.S. Department of Agriculture’s National Agricultural Statistics Service,
show farms that produced and sold
$1,000 or more of agricultural products
in its respective year.
Consumer desire for local foods yearround along with growing numbers of
smaller farms has prompted more involvement from the state. In July 2015, it
launched Indiana Grown, which was developed by the Indiana State Department of Agriculture to connect farmer
and producers with retailers and restau-
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Green, leafy vegetables grow in a tower garden March 2 at Restauration, 731 Main Street in
downtown Lafayette.

AT JCONLINE
Sweet season: Extending the
production cycle of locally grown food
results in yearlong harvests with varied
flavor profiles.
Gallery: See more photos from local
farms and restaurants that use winter
vegetables.

rants, help processors focus on state
products and teach consumers about local food.
King said the program focuses on the
products and cuts transportation and
other costs that rise as the goods leave
the state.
“When our consumers are purchasing
roughly $16 billion dollars a year of food,
and they’re only purchasing 10 percent
of that from Indiana, that’s certainly a
loss of revenue to our state,” he said.

Where they sell
Although production is limited by
temperatures and space constrictions in
protected structures, farmers continue
to construct networks to sell vegetables.
“The hardest part is people’s awareness of food that’s available in the winter,” Nate Parks said. “You know, trying
to sell (food in the winter) is still a challenge, no matter how good it is or not.”
Still, growers manage, though several
said they stop producing in January and
February to plan ahead and ready the
soil and structures for spring crops. Silverthorn Farm sells to Heirloom,
Restauration and more than 20 restaurants in Indianapolis, and operates a
Community Supported Agriculture program that directly serves about 250 customers. Parks said the farm is building
another greenhouse that will have a
storefront where people can purchase
items as well.
The Brubakers are selling lettuce,
spinach, salad turnips and radishes at
their store, The Weathered Plow, near
the corner of U.S. 52 and Schuyler Avenue. They also sell to Heirloom and to an
Indianapolis chef. The Cooleys supply
customers directly through a stand at
their farm between some time in April
and mid-December, depending on their
crops. Restauration, The Black Sparrow,
La Scala and EMT Food Truck also purchase goods from the growers.
“If the restaurant does use something, even if it’s not a lot — something in
the winter — it’s still an income for the
local farm,” Cooley said. “I mean, because if they have it available and they
can sell it, that’s something that they can
turn into revenue to help get the next
season going or maybe to save to build
another tunnel.”

Space challenges
The sweetness and strong flavors of
locally sourced winter vegetables provide plenty of unique culinary opportunities. But obstacles still exist to their
reaching as many outlets as those that
grow in warmer seasons.
Scarce sunlight in December and January leaves less time for plants to under-

go photosynthesis and thus slows
growth, said Petrus Langenhoven, a horticulture and hydroponic crops specialist at Purdue University. The length and
severity of winter affects the market as
well — this year’s milder winter yielded
longer selling times for farmers.
As far as sales go, spring, summer and
fall crops provide more dependability
and financial stability. Customers and
restaurants are eager for tomatoes in
June, which growers start in warmer
basements and greenhouses as early as
December. Because of demand and fewer providers in the market at the beginning of the season, Langenhoven said
farmers can charge higher prices and
cushion their budgets.
This gives them incentive to plan
their season around those crops and
push out the winter crops to make space
to pull the spring and summer produce’s
season forward. In general in this region,
smaller farmers’ offerings decrease
from late January through March as
they clean out their structures, plan and
plant.
“If you’ve got a lot of undercover
space, then theoretically you can have a
lot of greens and a lot of things, and you
can carry on for quite some time,” Cooley said.
“We’ve got about 7,000 square feet under plastic, and I need that space to be
producing things in the spring when the
bulk of my customers are ready to start
back into fresh, local produce. And to do
that, I can’t occupy that space all winter
long. You can’t be planting and harvesting at the same time.”

More volume needed
Having space under protected structures, and enough people to work the
crops, is vital to providing the volume required to supply restaurants and grocery stores. Cooley said restaurants work
with farmers when the uncontrollable
variables of growing diminish a supply
unexpectedly.
In this area, eateries are able to adapt
while using sources from other areas.
“I’m a big proponent of buying local
foods, and that obviously means vegetables,” said John Olakowski, general manager of The Black Sparrow. “I also think
that you can go too far and place too
much value forcing things, especially in
the winter.”
For example, Olakowski said the
Black Sparrow uses about 20 pounds
each of lettuce and Asian greens each
week. Justin Henry, who owns Heirloom
with Jon Hurley, said his quantities are
similar for greens and that he uses about
10 to 15 pounds of root crops or more depending on the dish. Parks said Silverthorn produces about 2,000 pounds of
spinach during the winter months.
Restaurants who want to plate fresh,
local vegetables must be sure farmers
are planning for them.
Still in its first year of business, Heirloom dealt with these difficulties. Because the restaurant opened in August, it
received extra produce from one of its
providers, Silverthorn Farm, but wasn’t
in the grower’s yearly plan. As the season continued, Silverthorn couldn’t consistently supply Heirloom.

To stay true to its mission to use as
many locally sourced ingredients as possible, the restaurant decided to stop
serving lunch several days a week and
replace it with a Sunday brunch.
Henry said the switch complements
the local offerings, and he has been talking with Nate and Emily Parks to join
their plans this year. Additionally, Heirloom, which also is open for dinner
Wednesday through Saturday, plans to
reopen for lunch in the coming months
as produce ramps up, Henry said.
But many grocery stores haven’t been
able to find the volume of winter vegetables necessary to stock their produce departments. While retailers say consumer desire is present, several cite a lack of
volume as an obstacle.
Marsh sources living lettuce locally
but hasn’t been able to find Indiana farmers with enough winter produce to depend on them to stock other vegetables,
said Dave Rhodes, vice president of produce for the stores. Because of a lack of
volume, Kroger does not supply its
stores in this area with Indiana winter
vegetables, said John Elliott, public affairs manager and media spokesman.
Fresh City Market in West Lafayette,
which has produce primarily supplied
from the Purdue Student Farm, does not
stock locally grown produce during late
winter either, owner Jeff Maurer said.
Because of the farm’s greenhouse, he
said the store was able to keep products
stocked into December.
Fresh Thyme Farmers Market and
Meijer did not return requests for comment.
“When you’re talking about local production, usually one of the barriers has
been, ‘Can you get this quantity consistently?’ ” Marshall said. “As you start
producing and you start getting bigger,
that becomes the issue. ... Can I get this
quantity the same year-round to be able
to meet the demand?”
“I think a lot of the frustration of people who want to source local food is
there’s not enough available, first off.
You know, there’s not enough of me out
there doing what we do,” Parks said.
“If you’ve got the demand for it but
you don’t have any supply, then the demand falls apart. But you can’t have the
supply unless you have the people that
are buying. It’s a constant battle, I think,
for all of us — for me as a farmer and
them as a restauranteur or (for) a person
that just wants to buy local food — just
getting the sourcing figured out.”

Moving forward
Retailers, restaurants and Indiana
Grown are researching and finding creative ways to offer locally grown produce all year.
Rhodes said he was working with
King and Indiana Grown on a program to
organize a central point for local growers to drop off their products, which
would then be distributed to local grocery stores. The two entities also would
like to launch a mushroom-growing operation inside stores that would allow
people to pick them fresh, King said.
Through a partnership with Red Giant Union, a West Lafayette organization
that works to find solutions for local and
affordable food, Restauration is growing
a tower garden with greens and herbs inside, Serrano said.
Additionally, researchers are joining
with farms to find out the best ways to
grow crops during the winter. For example, Liz Maynard, a vegetable extension
specialist and clinical engagement assistant professor at Purdue, is working on a
project in which data loggers are monitoring light, temperature, harvesting
and other variables on three farms in
Elkhart, Wabash and Hancock counties,
she said. The aim is to offer recommendations that will help farmers schedule
crops. Purdue’s Department of Horticulture and Landscape Architecture and
Purdue Extension are collaborating on
the project.
Consumer education also is part of the
agenda. Even with growing demand for
local food, many consumers remain unaware of its benefits and those of eating
seasonally. Because everything is available all the time, farmers and chefs will
tell you people aren’t sure when vegetables are at their peak.
Cooley said many people still don’t
realize the planning it takes to stretch
and maximize growing seasons — even
in the popular spring months that are
just around the corner.
“It’s hard for us — it’s getting easier —
for people when we put the sign out and
say we’re open, you know, (at) the end of
April because even though they see it, I
think they probably think ‘Oh, they didn’t
take it down last year,’ ” Cooley said.
“Because it’s still weeks before
they’re even going to pull the tiller out of
their yard or the hoe and work the
ground to plant something.”

