Narrative

1) Describe the history of the organization and its current programs and services.
The Opera House Healthy Community Connections is an innovative collaborative of for profit and non-profit business. Our mission is to promote vibrant healthy local economies through collaborative projects rooted in local agriculture. Our purpose is to reinvigorate a local historical landmark to serve as a support network in the formation of this collaborative model project through funding, technical support, sweat equity, and guidance. 

Connections Local Foods Market Cooperative is a newly forming for profit farmer and member owned cooperative. Connections Café and Fare Share Bakery will serve local healthy foods and provide educational opportunities. Connections Community Kitchen, Demonstration Greenhouse and Gardens, and Alternative Health Center will serve as incubator programs. This innovative approach to collaboration has gained fiscal and supportive commitments from several non-profit organizations and many community members in our area. 

2) Describe your project and its’ significance.


This project takes a multi-phased collaborative approach to accomplish common goals between multiple businesses, organizations, and community members. Due to the complexity of this project, this narrative focuses on marketing development for local farms with the overall emphasis on local foods marketing and education. A complete grant proposal to the Maine Department of Agriculture including the projects financial and business plan can be viewed at our web site at: http://users.adelphia.net/~hile/news.html.  The marketing plan has been updated and is attached for additional information. 

The first phase of the project is based on the formation of collaborative partnerships between several sponsoring business organizations. The formation of Connections Local Foods Market Cooperative and its’ vested members will serve as the initial founders. The cooperative will be a combination of two cooperative models: a member owned purchasing cooperative and a farmer owned marketing model. We are working with legal and cooperative development organizations closely throughout this process. 

3) How will your project use existing community resources (local expertise, leadership, and traditions) to strengthen the community’s ability to meet future challenges?
In this initial first phase of our project we will:

· Revitalize a historical building for community use by encouraging and hosting theater, music, arts, business meetings, and community gatherings.

· Continue the River Valley Farmers Market at the Opera House site on Wednesdays and Mexico Town Office site on Fridays. We will promote and advertise local farms and their products through a portable kiosk at both of these farmers markets. Educational and nutrition information will be distributed through the portable kiosk.

· Collaborate with the areas growing river recreation and fishing industry for marketing, promotion, and events planning along the Androscoggin River, which runs behind the Opera House.

· Create collaborative partners of existing non-profit and for profit entities to accomplish stated goals and mission.

· Through a conscious effort, recreate a social connection between generations by collaborating with local elderly food programs while developing youth mentoring programs, which grow, prepare, and serve healthier local foods. The stories elicited will be filmed by Abe Kreworuka of the Electronic Rural Network, recorded for the history of local agriculture; as agriculture was the foundation of the development of the River Valley.

· Utilize local media access to promote, record, and market our local creative economies.

· Develop partnerships with federal and state food programs to create and enhance programs for nutrition education, safe food handling, healthy whole foods preparations, and opportunities to incubate starter businesses for the underserved.

4) If your project is ongoing, what are your plans to secure funding in the future? If the project is a one-time event, how will the project have a lasting impact on the organization or community?


Initial funds of $30,000.00 from a Maine Department of Agriculture grant will provide for start up expenses for inventory for the anchor businesses, Connections Local Foods Market (Cooperative), Connections Farm Marketing Kiosk, Connections Café and Bakery, Connections Demonstration Greenhouse and Gardens, Connections Food Pantry, Connections Community Processing Kitchen and Connections Internet Café and Library. 

Once the initial phase of the project is complete, these ‘anchor’ businesses will provide the momentum for financial solvency as we capitalize on other potential income streams through collaboration and partnerships with other for profit and non-profit entities. We will strengthen the project with funding through grants and elicit community support for start up costs, technical assistance, and building repairs as well as future maintenance costs. We will continue to apply for grants for specific projects and educational programs. 

The 3rd story of the building which will eventually house interns and apprentices and has the potential to be used for many innovative business developments. This area will require a significant amount of investment for interior renovation. 

5) What do you hope to achieve over the long-term? (Goals)
1. All surrounding communities will support local agriculture.

2. Renew interest in local foods to create more economic opportunities for local farms. 

3. Increase markets in order to increase the number of economically stable farms in the region.

4. Increase knowledge regarding health nutrition and the food we eat and the connection to healthy local economies and the environment for all community members.

5. Work together with area for profit and nonprofit businesses to promote stated vision and respond to the ongoing needs of the surrounding communities for the betterment of all.

6. Cooperatively market, establish, encourage, enable, practice, and promote sustainable, economic support for our members. 
7. “Give a man a fish. You feed him for a day. Teach a man to fish. You feed him for a lifetime.”

6) What will be different as a result of this project? (Objectives)

1. We will provide a place for all area residents regardless of economic income opportunities to purchase, eat, prepare, and grow; fresh and prepared, healthy and local foods.

2. We will provide area farmers and producers with new markets for their goods.

3. We will help to bridge the growing disconnect in the minds of many Mainers between the food they eat, and where, how, and by whom it was produced.
4. We will provide area markets connections to area farmers to increase their sales through cooperative distribution.

5. We will provide point of sale marketing materials to customers to include health and nutritional facts.

7) How will you execute the project? Please describe one or two strategies you will use to implement your project.

1. Establish a community accessible site by forming partnerships between for profit and non-profit entities (Opera House Healthy Community Connections).
2. In collaboration with a for profit entity, use this established site as a broker for farms to move their products along previously established and expanded delivery lines to create a network of markets and farms which buy and sell local products (Connections Distribution Network) .
3. Provide area residents with a face on their local farmers by providing point of sale marketing materials, which will also provide customers with health and nutritional information regarding foods purchased (Connections Marketing Plan).
4. Area residents will be selected to volunteer time in exchange for training in growing techniques, whole food preparation, inventory controls, safe food handling, health and nutrition facts, and take home nutritiously sound meals made with local ingredients (Connections Café & Connections Local Foods Market Cooperative, Connections Demonstration Greenhouse and Gardens) .
5. Provide opportunities for other area organizations with similar missions to implement programs that complement and sustain this community site.
8) What tools will you use to help you collect the information you need to measure your success?

1. The financial success of each part of the operation is the evaluation tool. The Co-operative and Café Bakery will keep open books, which will also be used as an educational component.

2. Inventory and accounting will keep accurate records of which farms are using the Web and what products are being bought and sold and total monetary value distributed. Individual farm totals will be confidential.

3. Customer comment cards, periodic contests that test customer knowledge of nutritional information regarding food choices, and holiday or annual events, which promote local products, will measure public participation, knowledge, and support.

4. Volunteer time will be accounted for in the following areas. Business accounting, marketing, packaging and storage, inventory controls, whole food preparation, sanitation and safety.

9) Respond to at least one of the following questions that apply to your project.

· How will your project use collaborative relationships to plan, advance, and evaluate the project?


Evaluation of anticipated collaborative partners would be developed by all involved parties each having its own unique shared assets which will be tailored to benefit each involved party.

· How will your project include the people who will benefit from the project in its planning, implementation, and evaluation?

Currently sponsoring business, Fare Share Bakery has a student apprentice baker who is an area high school drop out. She aspires to earn her GED, attend a culinary arts school, and open her own catering business. She will be involved in this project development including all aspects of the business planning, implementation, development of SOP’s and evaluation. She will participate in business development programs sponsored by Women, Work, and Community. She will have opportunity to access grant funding through WWC and utilize Connections Community Processing Kitchen to develop her market and skills. This is just one example of the possibilities for collaborative efforts helping the world while helping ourselves.

· How will your project develop and strengthen local leadership?


Giving people the tools to help them make better decisions regarding their food choices in connection to their own health, the health of the community, and the health of our environment is self-empowering. While there may be those who cannot afford to purchase local foods, there are many who have other tangible assets to offer in place of money. Volunteerism is a necessary tool we will capitalize on to help ensure this social change we desire. What is more empowering than helping someone while helping oneself?
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