COVID-19 and Its Effect on the Agriculture and Food System in Lancaster County: A White Paper

Over the course of the summer, the Lancaster County Agriculture Council conducted 20+
interviews with its members regarding the ways that COVID-19 has affected their businesses
since it took hold in March 2020. It also connected that content with the observations of
subject matter experts in topics ranging from marketing to the meat and dairy supply chain and
from the charitable food network to packaging and processors. Accounts from local media
were also helpful in tracking the reaction of the agriculture and food industry to the COVID-19
impacts.

In this brief report, we offer a summary of information collected to answer what happened to
the agriculture and food industry in the last six months, what the industry did in response, and
what we learned from the experience. It is not meant to be exhaustive in its review but rather
indicative of what happened on the ground with producers, distributors, and people that
service the industry. It might help the County plan for emergencies like this one that may occur
in the future.

Recommendations

1. What can we do at the local level to be assured that local needs are met while the big
players work things out?

2. Is there a need for some type of rapid response team in an emergency that would be able
to assess local needs and coordinate with programs coming into the County from outside
organizations as well as with policymakers about emergent needs?

3. Could diversification become a topic for more sharing in the local agriculture and food
industry?

4. Could this be built into farm business plans which are sorely needed in most farming (and
distribution) operations?

5. The connection with the charitable food network was mostly spontaneous but could there
be a plan?

6. Could there be a proactive business development effort to train new butchers and help
them get started?

7. Is there a way to build a more specific skill-training program for butchers at a local school,
which already has a culinary program, and to connect that with the Butcher Course that is
being planned for Penn State University?

8. Could there be more consistent attempts to match producers for direct sales to local
companies?



9. Could there be a role here for the produce auctions as key intermediaries of which
Lancaster County has several?

10. Is there a way to deal with these issues of a safe work environment proactively by
changing the work environment, which gets further complicated when foreign-born/guest
workers are involved?

11. Could part of that proactive plan be to assure that adequate PPE is available when and
where needed?

12. How can the agriculture and food industry get to the front of the line when government is
naming essential workers?

13. Could there be a provision in government requirements at all levels that would
temporarily allow a regulatory official to waive such requirements when the
circumstances are warranted?

14. How do we offset the broader effect of more people working at home on the commercial
real estate market in the short and long-term?

Conclusion

With all of the above said, while certain lessons have been learned, the next pandemic or other
emergency will not be identical to the COVID 19 situation. Itis also unclear the timing of a
vaccine and the extent to which it might mitigate, or change the nature of, future problems and
challenges.

Regardless, the Lancaster County Agriculture Council is committed to assisting in the
implementation of the recommendations that we have outlined above, whenever and
wherever the time is right. The Council will also continue to collaborate with the partners in
Recovery Lancaster and others to both plan for future emergencies and assist in responding to
them for the benefit of our agricultural industry.



