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LESSONS LEARNED 

All new employees at MUSe Medical 
Center are told the tragic story of paUent 

Lewis Blackman, says Patrick Cawley, standing 
In a training center dedicated to Blackman. 
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Special Report Gregg Blesch 

Wisconsin hospital gives a big boost to local 
farm co-op as facilities nationwide look to nearby 
sources in search of a higher-quality food supply 

arrel Lorch is ;l good­
natured grouser, and that's 
how he starts when hl' 
recounts how it has been to 
help oul with a nl'W cooper­
ative set up \0 allow small 

local fanns to sell food to Sacred i-Icani-lospilal 
in Eau Claire, \Vis.-ilnd eventually othrr hos­
pitals, nursing homes and schools. 
~Of courst', my first response really was, 'Oh 

my God. do rou think we Gin do this?' " Lorch 
says. steering his truck up a steep indine on his 
faml to get a look at onc of his herds. ~ I Solid, 
'Well, we'll give it shot:" he rec:dls. ~The last two 
year.; han' been very, very compliCllled al best." 

Lorch raises cattle in Blair. Wis., about 
50 miles south of Sacred Heart, which pledged 
to spend $200.000 a rear on local food. But just 
because Sacred Heart wanted to buy didn't 

Mary Anderson Is helping Sacred Heart 
Hospital understand how small-scale food 
production works while helping producers 

understand what the hospttal needs. 

28 Modem tlealthcare • NUl'ember 2,2009 

mean the small-scale producers and processors 
could immediately delh'er what the 223-bed 
hospital needed in the right volumes, (omlS, 
pack-lging and flow. 

Lorch rattles through a number of hurdles 
thai han' been solved or potcntiaHysolved over 
the course of many meetings in Eau Claire. The 
list includes administratil'e and legal hoops, 

GR£GG I!USCtt PH010S 

insufficient processing and distribution infra­
structure, and communiClltion between a 
buyer and sellers not accustomed to doing 
business together. 

By the time lorch parks his pickup back at 
the fannhoust' he lets on that, evrn though he 
has yet to be paid:l dime for chairing the ad hoc 
board of wh,lt has become officially incorpo­
rated as the Producers & Buyers Co-op, he 
thinks it's working, that it 's good for e\'el)'One 
involved and that it will grow_ ", believe in one 
thing," I.orch says.. ~Jf something's going to 
happen, somebody is going to han' to pick up 
the ball and run with it. If no one does any­
thing, the baH will lie there and rot." 

Bypassing the industri;d food-supply chain is 
no small feat, and the challenges lorch cites 
might easily knock the wind out of good inten­
tions. That systt'm allows hospitals and other 
institutions to order exaaly what they want in 
any qUiUltity, size, shape and packaging and 
have a tmck drop it off the next day. The scale 
and S[JCI.-d of the produdion, processing and 
distribution make the prices and convenience 
impossible to match_ 

But it's also a system that Sacred Heart 
CEO Stephen Ronstrolll blames for much of 
the chronic illness driving healthcare costs, 
meanwhile sending the hospital's money 
around thc count!)' and beyond to truck in 
rood that Clln he grown and raised better by 
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people in the hospit.ll's own community. 
"If rou stMt digsing into it some more, rou 

see wr don't hJvr the financial incentive at this 
timc," ROIlStT0111l>.1)'S. nIt' local food Ihe hospi­
tal burson ,II 'cragC'Cost~ 15% Inorc Ihall \~hal il 
would get through its group purchasing org.lni­
l~lIion. But, he adds, "I think fiv(' years from 
now this will bc mainstn.'alll, and [think the cri­
sis in our healthcarr costs is going to dril'e this." 

With a diredin- from RonSlrom 10 huy local 
food, Sacred I [ran Ilospila[it}' SrlVices Director 
Rick Ix'Ckkrs.l)'S hc fumbled around for a while 
10 figurt"oul holl' 10do il---hecouldn't just show 
up at a fanners market and buy 1,500 pounds of 
ground Ixxf-so ill Jallll~II)' 2008 he' alte'ndcd 
all agricuhul\' and food conferrllce at the FAlu 
Claire colII'cnlion cent('T ami, as hc tdls iI, stood 
up and s.lid: "I'm c<lmmitting $200,000 to buy 
loc;ll food, from $;ICTcd Hc;u1 Hospital. Do any 
of rou in this room wall! a pi('((' of that action 
and want 10 work wilh nll'?" 

'Inc mOil,,}, ( I{)QQ of Ihe hospital's food bud­
get) drrw a p;lrtnership with the Rivef Country 
Resource COllseT\~ltion ;lI1d Development 
Council. a not-for-profit org.lIlization thaI 
works nn projccls Ihat support SlIstainablC' 
Tt'SOurces ,md communitil'S, induding watl'r­
shlx] rl"StorJlion and promoting f<mning prJc­
tict'S th~t roouce soil erosion. \Vith a foundation 
laid with $acr(od I kan's moneY;lIld coopt'r.t­
tion. Ril'n Country bdiC'l'oo a co-op (Uultl sc-Il 
to olhn institutions and cre~tC' 3 m'\\' markC't 
ior food that 's locall), raisrd according 10 prin­
ciples the org,miz;)tioll bclieV<'s }~dd bl't[('r 
f(xKi and art' gocKi for thl' land and ~ni!ll.d~. 

11}(' i(k"':.1 soon \\'On a s.w,CXXJ gr.mt from Ihe 
W~'i({jnsin Agriculture, Trade & ConslllllC'r Pro­
k\."lion Department. As of Srptemher, $.1croo 
HC'Jn WJS bu};ng most of its ]x'('f through thl' 
co-op, as " 'dl :IS half its pork and morC' than a 
third ofitschickfll. Ikccntly Ihe co-op signC'l.I up 
its S('Cond burer. 102-brd 51. )os<"i'h's Ilospit.11 in 
nemby Chippt.""'"a Falb, Wis.., which likC' 5..ICrcd 
Hean is p.!n ofl-Iospit.l] Si~tt-rs Il(';llth SYSll"Tll. a 
13-hospit.d sysll'm b..,scd in Springfield, III . '111C' 
"''0 hospitals m."lke III' thC' ~l'llI 'S westem Wis­
consin di\i.aon. of which Ronstrom is prx:sidCllL 

Concept catches on 
OlheT hthpitals ;ICTOSS the count!)' arr m.lk­

ing a point to buy high-quality food from 11)(;11 
farmers. It's happt'ning a few hours from Eau 
ClJire in ~Iadison. Wis., a comlllunity that has 
OCcOlllC' an C'pic{'ntC'r of a burgeoning cat-local 
mOI'I'I11C'nl. The Badgerland Produce Co-op 
t\uction allow!. institutions, including J38-bed 
SI. Ma!),'s Hospital in ~l.ldison, 10 purchilSl' 
large \'OIUIlK'S offrc:;h prodllce ilggreg.1tro from 
locill gTOII'CTh. 

[n Vermont. 47-bl'd Brattleboro (Vt.) 
~ lemon,,1 Hospit.11 and 420-bcd Flelchrr AIIC'n 
HC'ahh Cari' in Burlington arC' participating in 
Ih(' VC'rmonl Ffl'Sh Network. a lIot-fur-profit 
group thaI builds panrll'rships iX'twrell filrmC'1'S 

and dll'f~ mostly ,II rl"St.lur;HlL~. 
But 5.1(1"(\\ Hcm1 anti it.s 1"!;lrtneTh in the (0-01' 

art' building thcir 01111 model fTOm ...cralCh and 
Il.'aming and adjusting a~ the), go. 

"We're multi)I.lkeholdcf," says Alilry AndC'r­
son, a rl"Sour((' spt.'Cialist for Riler Count!)" 
I"ho h.1S takcn a lead on soning oul the product 
How. "Wr\'C' got bu)'ers and "<'lIeTS sitting a1the 
same l;lbk', which is il h,lf(\ thing to do tx'C.II.L"<' 
you'rl' spraking f;lflll l~ngU;Jgl' and rou're 
5pcaking institutional-buyC'r language. It 's like 
h,lVing sorneoJlC' speaking Spanish and sollle­
one from Ru.ssiJ Il)'ing 10 communiGItt'_" 

Walking through S,lcrcd Hcan'~ ,Jf'-Icna, 
Ikckkr runs intu Mary Price, a part-time 
spe<.'Ch therapist at thC' hospilal whose small 

Sacred Heart Hospital Executive Chef 

Randall Lathrop discusses meat cuts and 
packaging, standing In the walk-In freezer 
In the hospital's kitchen. Below, Indee 

Meat & locker Is the smallest of seven 
meat processors that are part of the ClXlp. 

/ 

INDEE 

'- ... 
"-
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Special Report 
farm, Out 10 I'aslurr &cf in Fall Crrek, Wis., 
has sold two cattle 10 the hospital through the 
co-op. She and her husband raise Glttlco-­
"Angus and Gallol..-JY. 100% gmss-fed," ~h(' 

says--on a scale that ordinarily \"ould be much 
too small 10 sclilo institutions. 

That's a hurdle solved by the co-op modd, 
IkcklcT S.1)'S. Producers arc pooled, and \~orking 
by trial and error they've mad ... ~lridcs figuring 
oullhl' right now of delil'cries and a sctllxiulc of 
slaughter dales 10 make the deliveries possibl!'. 

~\Ve asan organil.1tion \\lam \0 buy local, but 
if somebodygn,'w 20 tomatocs in their b<lckr,Ird 
and they want to sell il to Sacred !-Iean-mn lip 
to the door and say, 'Here's 20 \omalocs'--()T 
somdxx\y w,llks his cow in the fwnllobby, it's 
\00 cumbersome to m;magc," Ikcklcr S,1ys. 

Distributing fmits and vegetables creales a 
11e..--d for refrigerated trucks not at the (O"op's 
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dispD5.11 (a member has Ix"l'n trucking the 
frozen meat to the hospital). And the limits on 
the availability of fresh produce with the Wis­
comin growing season. along with the demands 
on a kitchen staff prep.lring ,IS many as 2,600 
1l11';lls a clay, ml"am 5.1cred Heart and future 
institutional bu),eTS need <1 processor that right 
now doesn't exist in the Mea. 

Going _ hog--with beef 

To start fast without gening bogged down­
evrn before the co-op formally took shape-­
Sacrl'(l Heart started buying whole cattle and 
then whole hogs and whole chich'ns, rather 
than insist on huyingjust til<' (llIS and pans that 
,Ife affordable and most useful in the hospi tal's 
menu, such as large orders of stt'W meat and 
ground beef. The animals arc slaughtl"red and 
butchefed at local processors. then delivered by 

Hogs raised on the Deutsch Family Farm 
have a better life than most, At left, Sacred 

Heart's Rick Beckler holds a slrta!n roast 
bought from a local farmer via the co-op. 

fret'ler truck. Lillie by lillie, Beckler worked 
with Anderson and the coalescing co-op on 
cuts, si7l'S and packaging that make things eas­
ier on the hospital's kitchl'n staff. 

111e co--op has signed up 'iC'\'en small meat 
processors, four of which handle beef. The 
smallest is Indee Meat & Locker Service in Inde­
pendence, \Vis., population 1,250, give or take. 

~The buyer ne«ls to understand that things 
in the small-scale world arc different," says 
Allder..on, who arranged a visit to lndce, as well 
as two farms, induding Lorch's. At JIl(ke, ani­
mals are slaughtered 011 Thursdays, one al a 
time. Industry giants Cargill, Tyson Foods and 

/BS--which together account for two-thirds of 
U.S. beef production-slaughter thousands of 
c.1ttle a day in single plants, 

Velma Gallagher, the matriarch of the (am­
il)'-owned meat processor, says she and her hus­
band bought the (,lcility 56 )'t-':lrs ago. From the 
street, the business she, her son and d.1ughter 
still run half a century later looks like a modest­
size house. Quite a few of the cattle that come 
through Jndce now end up in meals ser.·ed to 
the p.l1ients and staff at Sacred Heart, "We've 
already processed 44 beef for the hospital co-op, 
and we have No. 45 hanging in the cooler," says 
Gallagher's daughter, LouAnn Rel);!rchek. 

Volunteering to show how the slaughtering 
happcns, Gallagher gets up from a desk by the 
fron t door and hustles through the cutting 
room, the slaughter room, and into a darkspace 
at the back of the building. 

"The beef come in here," she says, pointing to 
a large sliding door at the back of the room 
aglow in dim reUow light. 

The animals move through a series of wood­
plank stock pcns and finally through a gate into 
the knocking pen, where they'reslunned, fulling 
and rolling under a hea\')' revolving graIl' and 
onto the slaughter-room floor. Her son, Randy 
Gallagher, and the hired staff-increased for 
slaughter da)'S to two men from one-then 
attach shackles to the animal and hoist it to\\"Jfd 
the ceiling. drain its blood into a barrel, and 
then lower it into a cradle 10 comp!ctl" the skin­
ning and remove thr innards, preparing for the 
carCJM to he h,lll'ed, quartered and moved on 
gillllbrels into the (oolef. 

Throughout the process a state inspector 
makes sure nothing touches the floor and 
Chl'Cks the glands and organs for disease or con· 
tamination. The beef and packaging beilr the 
inspo.:tor's stamp. 

At the hospital, Beckler repealS SC\lera[ times 
that the meat is inspected jusllikr me.1t bought 
through any large-scale food supplier, clC'Jrly 
sensitive to tm: possibility that .'oOmeone might 
fear that the food the hospital buys from small 
producers and processors is less safe. In (,lct, the 
hospital sees better food safety and security as 
bendilSofthe project. During a salmonella out­
break in 2008, he sal'S, it took invi'Stigators SCI'­

era! months to track lhe infcctions in 43 states 
through u.s, distributors and finally to jalapcno 
and serrano P<'ppcrs grown in l\-1exico. 

Sacred Heart, in contra~t, know:s that each 
tube of ground beef came from 3 single animal 
and knows where and ho,," that animal was 
raised. lk'Ckler abo notcs that thl" hCbpitaJ's local 
food supply .... 'Oidd remain stable in the event of 
an epidemic or catastrophe that interrupt\'(! 
interstate commerce. 

See FRESH 011 p, 32 
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Special Report 

FRESH from p. 30 

Prooucc~ Jnd pnxCSl>OTS Ih,l! sign lip for the 
co-op promi$<' to employ growing prncticl'S and 
animal husbandry that's good for the land, good 
for the animals and gOlxl for the p<.'Ople who eat 
the food. The buy('r'\' in tllrn, agrl'C l(J 1l<1)' 3 price 
that rdlects the cost of producing food th;lt lives 
up to those standards plus 3 small profit. Bul'ers 
ai<;(l agl1'!;? to Ix- tle:(ible if C('I1;1in product> or 
(!u,ll1titil'Sllr('n't ;l\'aibbJc wilen tllr:y\"lnt tlll'm, 
filling tile SJPS through other suppliers. 

The stand;mls include th;lt livcstock must 
h;I\T access to frt'Sh air, space and pasture. ~\\'e 
have certJin guidelines for our ll1('mb...'fS-how 
thl')' ,ai!O(" their :InimJls, holl' they 
fcrd them,'· Lorch sal's. "They hasi­
cally are cel1ifying the),'re not feed­
ing animal parb. They're not ftt-d­
ing hOfmO!1l'S; they're not using 
implants." 11(' (')(plains. rderring to 
the common pral1icc of implanting 
growth hormnnrs .It the base of the 
e.lr inb...'Cf cattle. "They're not feed ­
ing continuous :mtihiotics, and ,my 

through threo-op paya $50 fee tocovcr thews! 
of a visit "to more or less inspect their premises 
ilnd to sec if they're duing whal1hey say they're 
doing,~ Lorch s'1}'S. 

Al Dt'utsch Family ]'arm in Amldia, Wis., 

hogs spend some ofthrir time outside 011 a pas­
ture ;U\d otherwise in pens with deep beds of 
straw Ih;1I allow them to rOOl around, as is their 
nature, comparlxi \,ith the conventional prac­
lice of mising hogs on slottoo C01Kn'te noors 
over mJnUTl' pits. Jim and Alison Deutsch raise 
about ZOO pigs a ycar. She's now sending one to 
be processed (or Sacred llcart once ewry three 
weeks. Their chickt'ns-thcy'rc mising j brood 
of 125 righ t now, all for Sacred I-!rart---han' 

:ICCL'% to an ample yard. when: they 
can fcast 011 the grass. 

Careful planning required 

of this type of thing the industry 
does tooa),." 

Ronstrom: "Five years 
from now, this will be 

The scale of opcrations likr thr 
]xutsches' rc-quires C"JT('ful planning 
and COlllll111niGltion Ix-twecn them 
and the co-op and s..1cnxi II!.'iln, 
which 11<Is necd('d soille rrnK-dial 
educ;llion on thl' I'I"Jy ;lnirnals ar~ 
mi~ ;lnd turned into food producb 
that arrive in tidy packages. 

Growmdeclar(' tlmt thcl'only use the mainstream.~ 

lX':.'>tici(ks and herbicides appro\·lxl 
'·1 ah'~I}'S have Illy year's schedull' 

of hoI\' many pig.'> ]"11 haw when. I 
hal'(' locker datl"S for l'n'ry six months out," Ali-b), the U.S. Departmcnt of Agriculture' for 

org.mic crops, 'Ihhough thty artn't rl'quired to 
bc certilitd as org;mic. The/r(, ,!Iso rlxluired to 
follow USDA guidelines inkndrd 10 mitigate 
the risk of food-borne illness, 

~armers and processors applying to sell 

32 Mudern Hralthcarr • Nm'cmiJa 1. 1009 

:.on DeuL'iCh S,1)"s" "You GlIl't mil me onedJyand 
rxJX'd the !lll¥Jt to br ti1('rc Illr nrxt." 

And in spite of th.: Ix-st pl'liming and com­
munication, some thing;; elrc unpredidable. 
Some ofthOS\' chickens h;lppil)' lX'Cking nround 

The Deutsch Family Farm Is raising a 
brood of 125 chickens destined for Sacred 
Heart Hospital 's kitchen. 

in the rard might get picked off by hawks and 
Oll~S, and crops :Ire I'uln('mbl(' to season:l] varia­
tions and wcathe'r events. But the co-op i~ trying 
10 makc the eXJX'Til'nce at least somewhat closer 
to that sort of convenil'!lCC for institutional huy­
ers. and 5.1cred I kJrt made itself the guinea pig. 

"We should have had tho~~ product ~I)<.'C~ 

upfront with the producer.., the growers, the 
proct.'S.'>Ors ,Hul oursell'es," IkckJer sap. "\\Ie 
weren't sure how this \\"JS going to fly b...'GlllSC 
we had to get th(' co-op inCO!)XH<lled, II'r h3d to 
get other pieces in line," heSJl's, such (IS li:lbil­
it)' insurance policies. Each producer Illust "my 
$1 million in coverage at a minimum. 

In the walk-in frl'l'zcr at $.1crt'(l Heart, chef 
Rand:lll L1throp pick.>; up llllil-pound tub...' of 
frozen ground beef bought through tIll' co-op 
and says he's working lln getling 5-pound 
tulx'S, which arc t'a~i('r for the kitchen staff to 
work wi th. Like'wisc he w;mts bed p,lttil'S that 
afe individually frozen ralher than frozen 
tGgeth('r and separated by p3per. 

"Pork, too, we' re working on getting our 
s,lusagcs, hre;lk(;l~t SilU,\o;lges," l ... lthrop Sil}"!;. 
~'[ne{re Jil with the ca~ing tied together, so it 
t,lkl'5 an ('mplo)'t'C to eliI', clip, clip, clip, clip. 
They"re working on a way thl'y'r(' going to h31'e 
them pre-done for us. S(I it'io 11 growth pcriod." 
And, he adds, the co-op is solving issue, tlMt 
1110,1 likely would surf,ICe with other in~titu­
tions willing tob...'Come buyeTS. 

There was no chick~n processor in the arta, 
so tht' chickens raised in wcstern Wiscon5in 
have been scnt to facilities in Minnesota and 
Iowa until [('(end),. Partly in responsc to ;lIld 
with th(' hi'll' of the co-op, a fa rmer ~t,lbh~hl'd 
a small poultr,' plant in l)QrchC\jler, \Vb. 

Now co-op members are exploring lI'ay~ the 
meat producerll can sell high-end cuts retail at 
mllrkets or out of 111(';lt ('\SI.~ ,11 th(' proce~sors, 
Imking it possibk for S,1Crl,,<1 I-kart, SI. /o.>Cph 
and future instinltion,ll buyers to get thcir large 
quantities of ground beet" and slt'w nwet with­
out also having to bu), theexpt'nsive prime cuts. 
So in September the)' h,ld what thcycalled "the 
p,lfIs meeting:' where' they beg;m to ...urt out 
how it would work. 

"Our ultimatt' ~:oal is to hal·e lht' institution,ll 
hu),('TS hal'e th(' f]t'xibility 10 call and say t hi~ is 
what! want, and the)' don't have to worry 
about the resl of it,'· River G.nmtr)"~ Anderson 
SiI)'S. "We're huilding ,hat middle infrastruc­
ture of procl'SSillg that 's not tht're. The ox i~ 

~low Jnd the e<lnh is p;l1icl1t, and WI' take it IJIlI' 

da)' at a timc and we try to do lots and lots of 
communic;ltiol1, hec;HlS(' there's rducation 
that's nceded at alllc\'els." 

dpaulson
Highlight


