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About the WSDA Small Farm and Direct Marketing 
Program 

The mission of the WSDA Small Farm and Direct Marketing Program is to increase the economic viability 
of small farms, build community vitality, and improve the environmental quality of the region by facilitating 
direct marketing opportunities and addressing market barriers for small farms in Washington.

The SFDM program targets four goals:

• Support small farms in complying with federal, state, and local regulations and policies as they apply 
to direct marketing of farm products;

• Facilitate direct marketing opportunities and promote localized food systems;

• Assist in developing infrastructure such as processing facilities, commercial kitchens, and distribution 
models to support market access for small farms; and

• Actively involve stakeholders in program development and increase customer awareness of SFDM 
activities.

How to use this handbook  
This handbook is designed to be a resource for farmers, food service 
professionals and community members in developing Farm-to-Cafeteria 
programs in Washington.  It provides locally relevant information and an 
overall look at Farm-to-Cafeteria programs from all across the country.  Much 
of the information provided in this handbook can be applied to serving locally 
produced foods at workplace cafeterias and private restaurants as well.

For information on national and state rules and policies affecting Farm-to-
Cafeteria programs, read Section I. 

For general information on what Farm-to-Cafeteria programs look like 
across the U. S. and different types of Farm-to-Cafeteria programs, read 
Section II.

For specific information relevant to each groups perspective on farm to 
cafeteria, read the following sections:

• Farmers, Section III; 
• Food service professionals, Section IV, 
• Community members and organizers, Section V. 
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About USDA Risk Management Agency

The USDA Risk Management Agency (RMA) provides agricultural producers with the opportunity to 
achieve financial stability through effective risk management tools. The primary goal of RMA is to foster, 
at reasonable cost, an environment of financial stability, safety, and confidence, enabling the American 
agricultural producer to manage the perils associated with nature and markets. 

RMA works with private and public organizations to provide producers with an effective farm safety net. 
The crop insurance industry markets, delivers, and services many USDA risk management products. RMA 
provides education and outreach opportunities to help producers choose appropriate risk management tools. 

For more information on crop insurance products offered to Washington producers for conventional and 
organic crops, contact a local crop insurance agent. Lists of agents are available at http://www.rma.usda.gov/
tools/agents or by contacting the office below.   

RMA’s Spokane Regional Office (serves Alaska, Idaho, Oregon and Washington),
Dave Paul, Director
Jo Lynne Seufer, Outreach Coordinator 
(509) 353-2147
http://www.rma.usda.gov

The authors would like to thank the following people for sharing their time and expertise to help make this 
resource as beneficial and user-friendly as possible.   

Al Kowitz, WSU Stevens County Cooperative Extension 

Chrys Ostrander, Chrysalis Farm 

Jay Field, Office of State Procurement, General Administration

Jeanne Youngquist, Mike and Jean’s Berry Farm 

Jennifer Hall, Bon Appétit

John Belisle, Bellwood Acres

Jo Lynne Seufer, Risk Management Agency, USDA 

Monica Dixon, Nutrition and Physical Activity, Washington State Department of Health 

Marion Kalb, Community Food Security Coalition 

Paul Flock, Food Service, Olympia School District

Skip Skinner, Child Nutrition, Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction   

http://www.rma.usda.gov/tools/agents
http://www.rma.usda.gov/tools/agents
 http://www.rma.usda.gov 
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Terms 

The following terms are used throughout this handbook.  They have been provided here with definition for 
a clearer understanding of each. 

Community Supported Agriculture: A marketing system where customers buy “shares” in a farm’s harvest. 
Customers pay a sum at the beginning of the season, providing the farm with up-front capital. In 
return, each customer receives a weekly allotment of produce. The produce is either delivered to the 
customer’s door or a drop-off site, or it can be picked up at the farm. Recently, this concept has been 
extended to restaurants (Restaurant Supported Agriculture Shares) and other institutional customers 
(Institutional Supported Agriculture).  

Farm-to-Cafeteria- A program to serve locally produced foods from area farmers in institutional cafeterias 
and educate children, students, adults and communities about local food and farming.   

Direct Marketing: Marketing strategies in which the farmer or producer sells their products directly. Farmers 
are engaged in personally selling their products and avoiding the use of a broker or a wholesaler.

Institution: Any large facility where food is prepared in a central kitchen and/or served in a cafeteria setting 
for a large group of people.  This includes K-12 schools, colleges, universities, hospitals, nursing 
homes, state prisons, state-operated social institutions and group homes. Institutions operated by 
county, city and port governments, private and corporate companies that prepare food for employees 
or residents are included in this definition. 

Small Farm: USDA defines a small farm as a farm with less than $250,000 gross annual sales, on which the 
day-to-day labor and management are provided by the farmer and/or the farm family that owns, or 
leases the productive assets of the farm.

Limited-resource farm: Any small farm with gross sales less than $100,000, total farm assets less than 
$150,000, and total operator household income less than $20,000. Limited-resource farmers may 
report farming, a non-farm occupation, or retirement as their major occupation (Hoppe, 1).

Vendor: Any business that sells products to institutional food services.  Often times, food service vendors 
that supply large variety and quantities of foods, supplying everything from fresh and canned 
tomatoes to frozen meats etc. Some vendors specialize in specific types of foods, such as fresh 
produce. Farms are considered a food service vendor if they market and sell their products directly to 
institutional food services. 
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What is Farm to Cafeteria?

Farm-to-Cafeteria is the name we use in this handbook to describe 
programs that promote and serve locally produced foods in cafeterias 
of K-12 schools, colleges, universities, hospitals, nursing homes, 

businesses and other institutions.

Farm-to-Cafeteria programs take many forms.  In addition to providing 
local markets for farms, they can involve a variety of activities.  Farm-to-
Cafeteria programs often integrate education about local food and farming 
issues with the food served in the cafeteria.  They may distinguish locally 
produced foods in the cafeteria, host special event meals with local farm 
organizations, develop nutrition curriculum around school gardens and 
cafeteria meals, and coordinate field trips or class visits to farms in the 
area.  

Goals of Farm-to-Cafeteria Programs 

The goals of a Farm-to-Cafeteria program are determined by the individuals 
who create it.  Farm-to-Cafeteria programs often have goals to: 

• Increase marketing opportunities for small farms 

• Support local farmers and the local economy.  

• Educate eaters about local farming and food systems.  

• Improve the quality of foods served in the cafeteria.

• Improve nutrition and prevent obesity and obesity-related diseases.  

• Improve institution-community relationships.

For farmers, food service professionals and community organizers, Farm-
to-Cafeteria programs are an opportunity to work together to achieve the 
goals of many, while providing access to fresh nutritious foods where many 
people eat in their daily lives—THE CAFETERIA.
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Benefits of Farm-to-Cafeteria Projects

Improve Nutrition of Washington 
Children and Adults

Serving local fruits and vegetables in cafeterias 
increases opportunities for healthy eating.  The 
percentage of people in Washington who are 
overweight doubled between 1990 and 2000 
according to the Washington State Department of 
Health (DOH), mirroring a national trend. High-
calorie diets and sedentary lifestyles are putting more 
people at risk of the many health complications that 
are triggered by being overweight. (WA State Dept. 
of Health, 1)

The US Center for Disease Control and Prevention 
(CDC) reports that more than 60% of young 
people eat too much fat, and less than 20% eat the 
recommended five or more servings of fruits and 
vegetables each day; only about one-fourth of US 
adults eat the recommended  servings of fruits and 
vegetables each day.

DOH is working with the CDC and others to find 
ways to address the causes of obesity, including the 
“environmental” causes, such as the type of foods 
offered in a cafeteria.  DOH notes that it is difficult 
for employees and students to eat a well-balanced 
meal when workplace and school cafeterias don’t 
offer healthy choices.

When fresh, ripe fruits and vegetables are served in 
the cafeteria, students and adults have been found to 
increase their fruit and vegetable consumption.  At 
the Olympia School District, elementary students 
and staff in two schools have increased their fruit 
and vegetable servings by 25% and 29% since the 
introduction of an “organic choices salad bar” that 
features locally grown and organic foods (Flock et 
al, 8).

Increase Access to Fresh, Healthy 
Foods

Serving local fruits and vegetables in cafeterias 
increases access to fresh foods that are hard to obtain 
when eating away from home.  Likewise, fresh foods 
are even harder for low-income families to obtain.  
Farm-to-Cafeteria programs can increase the amount 
of fresh foods served in school lunch and breakfast 
programs.  As increasing numbers of students and 
adults eat meals away from home, cafeterias can play 
an important role in increasing community access to 
fresh, flavorful foods.  

Increase Marketing Opportunities For 
Local Farms

Farm-to-Cafeteria programs can provide a steady, 
reliable marketing outlet for farms.  This local 
marketing can be an effective way for small-to-
medium scale farms to diversify their marketing and 
ensure their economic viability in the marketplace.

Farm-to-Cafeteria programs offer farmers the 
opportunity to sell large quantities to a few local 
customers, reducing labor and transportation costs.  
Institutional markets offer lower prices than retail 
outlets like farmers markets, but allow farmers who 
sell directly to an institution to capture a higher 
percentage of the food dollar than when selling to 
wholesale distributors.

Strengthen Local Economies
Buying locally produced food supports local farms 
and increases local economic activity.  Money that is 
spent at a local business or farm circulates within that 
community between six and fifteen times, supporting 
local farms, businesses, people and communities over 
and over again.  When individuals or institutions 
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purchase goods and services from a local business, 
each dollar spent creates $5 to $14 in value for the 
local community (Tim Mitchell, in Glickman, 2).  
Funds spent locally generate additional tax revenue for 
local governments, allowing them to provide needed 
community services.

Increase Community Awareness of 
Local Farming and Food Systems

There is an increasing number of consumers who 
desire locally grown, fresh, and distinctive products.  
Likewise, there is a growing consumer awareness of the 
economic, social and environmental contributions of 
local farms and food production to their communities.  
These trends are illustrated by the rising popularity of 

farmers markets, Community Supported Agriculture 
(harvest share) programs, and by increasing numbers 
of restaurants buying local foods. 

When foods that are grown locally are processed and 
consumed by local people, this is called a local food 
system.  Like farmers markets, and local restaurants 
that source local foods, Farm-to-Cafeteria programs 
are another link in the local food system.  When 
local food systems are enhanced, farms are more 
economically viable, farmland is more likely to be 
preserved for agricultural purposes, and less energy is 
required to transport food over great distances, and 
people from all economic classes have greater access to 
healthy foods.
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The value of purchasing and serving local food 
products has received increased recognition from 
both the state and federal government.

State of Washington Support

The state of Washington has put its support for 
Farm-to-Cafeteria programs in state law.  Under 
legislation enacted in 2002, the Department of 
General Administration (GA), through its Office 
of State Procurement, is to encourage state and 
local agencies doing business with the department 
to purchase Washington fruit, vegetables, and 
agricultural products when available.  

The legislation directed GA to work with the 
Washington State Department of Agriculture and 
others to increase the amount of Washington-grown 
products purchased by state agencies, institutions 
and schools. (RCW 43.19.706) 

In response to the legislation, GA conducted an 
assessment of the current rate of utilization of 
Washington products in the state master contracts.  
GA has also met with contract suppliers to gauge 
the interest among these private parties in sourcing 
locally produced products and to encourage them to 
consider this practice.  Additionally, GA’s Office of 
State Procurement (OSP) will be showcasing local 
products in its contract lists by using the logo of 
the in-state promotional campaign, From the Heart 
of Washington.  OSP staff collaborates with WSDA 
staff in educational outreach efforts, promoting 
the buying and selling of Washington products at 
state institutions.  For information on OSP master 
contracts. Please see Farm-to-Cafeteria from a 
Farm Perspective.

WSDA’s Small Farm and Direct Marketing Program 
has addressed the 2002 law by continuing to foster 
Farm-to-Cafeteria programs throughout the state.  
WSDA assists food services in locating local sources 
of food, assists small farms in becoming prepared 
to sell to institutions, provides technical assistance 
in developing programs, and provides resources 
for nutrition education and agricultural/gardening 
curriculum development.  WSDA has also provided 
funding to develop a model distribution network, 
hosted buyer/supplier forums, and has conducted 
a survey of all K-12 food services in the state to 
determine the needs and trends of this market.

National Support

In the past, federal policy regarding the procurement 
of foods for school lunch programs focused on 
sourcing foods at the lowest cost and without 
discrimination in sourcing.  Federal reimbursable 
monies could not be used to favor one state’s 
products over another state’s product.  This policy 
has changed.

The 2002 Farm Bill added language to the National 
School Lunch Act that encourages schools to purchase 
locally produced foods for school meal programs to 
the maximum extent practicable and appropriate.  
It also created a program to provide startup grants 
to 200 institutions to defray the initial costs of 
equipment, materials, and storage facilities needed to 
be able to process fresh locally produced foods, with 
a total of $400,000 to be awarded annually over five 
years (2003- 2007).  Congress has yet to appropriate 
funds for the program.

State and Federal Policy Support Farm-to-Cafeteria 
Programs
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II. Models of 
Farm-to-Cafeteria 

Programs
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Farm-to-Cafeteria programs take 
shape in many ways. They find 
different methods to purchase 

locally produced foods, deliver food to 
cafeterias, and integrate education about 
food, nutrition and farming into their 
programs. The common connection in 
all Farm-to-Cafeteria programs is that 
food services purchase and serve locally 
produced foods, including meats, dairy, 
fruits and vegetables.  

There are four main Farm-to-Cafeteria 
models used to showcase locally produced 
foods and educate communities about local 
food and farming: Salad bar programs, 
local foods incorporated into main meals, 
catering projects, and special events.
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Examples of Salad Bar Programs

Farmers Market Salad Bar, California  
The “Farmers Market Salad Bar” at the Santa Monica Malibu Unified School District showcases 
locally produced foods year round.  This program began as a pilot program at one school in 1997, and 
is now available daily at all 15 elementary, middle and high schools in the district. Locally produced 
fruits and vegetables are picked up at local farmers markets, then distributed and prepared at 
each individual school. Over the school year, the district will purchase approximately $100,000 of 
seasonal fruits and vegetables directly from about 20 local farms, including lettuces, beets, zucchini, 
and oranges.  In the winter the district serves a baked potato bar comprised of local products, which 
is met with rave reviews by students (Kalb, 1).  

Organic Choices Salad Bar, 
Olympia, Washington  

In Olympia, Washington, the “organic choices” 
salad bar features local and organic produce 
purchased from local farms and regional 
distributors. The salad bar can be chosen as 
a complete meal or in combination with hot 
items for lunch.  In the first year of operation, 
the Olympia food service director saw an 
increase in children’s fruit and vegetable 
consumption by approximately 25 percent, and 
purchased foods from two individual farms to 
supplement the foods purchased from a local 
produce vendor (Flock et al, 8).  Read more 
about Olympia in the Case Studies section of 
the Appendix. 

Salad bar programs provide a meal option that 
cafeteria customers (i.e. students, employees) can 
choose instead of, or in addition to, a main dish.  
Salad bar programs source local, fresh fruits and 
vegetables direct from individual farms, cooperatives, 
and wholesale vendors, utilizing regional in-season 
foods.  The salad bars can include other foods such as 
breads, cheeses, vegetarian and meat protein sources, 
and dressings to make a balanced meal.  

These programs have been very successful in the K-
12 school environment. In some locations, such as in 

the Olympia School District, salad bar programs have 
increased children’s fruit and vegetable consumption. 
These programs can be set up to qualify as a 
reimbursable meal from USDA, and can also be 
organized at any other institution, such as hospitals or 
colleges that have an interest in the benefits of eating 
fresh fruits and vegetables.  Salad bar programs can 
be added to existing food service programs without 
extensive change in current practices.   

1. Salad Bar Programs

Photo: Kelli Sanger
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Examples of Local Food Programs

The New North Florida Cooperative, Florida
In Florida, Georgia, and Alabama, 15 school districts are serving locally grown foods to 300,000 
students year round, either as a side dish or for dessert. These school districts purchase fresh fruits 
and vegetables directly from the New North Florida Cooperative including fresh chopped collard 
greens, leafy greens, fi eld peas, muscadine grapes, strawberries, and blackberries.  The cooperative 
began by selling farm fresh produce to 13 schools in Gladsen County, Florida, and grew to its current 
size of supplying 15 school districts in three states over a period of six years (Kalb, 1). 

Local Food Project, University of Northern Iowa
In Northern Iowa, ten institutions, including hospitals, nursing 
homes, colleges and restaurants are incorporating locally 
grown foods into their menus.  Through the Local Food Project 
conducted by the University of Northern Iowa, institutions are 
able to purchase fruits, vegetables and meat for their food service 
operations.  From 1998 to 2001, participating farmers received 
$585,190 from institutional customers, and customers and food 
services alike are very satisfi ed with the quality and freshness 
of the foods.  Participating institutions serve local fruits and 
vegetables primarily from May through October and are able to 
serve meats year round.

The Local Food Project places interns from the University of 
Northern Iowa in each institution to coordinate the ordering and 
delivery with local farms, and set up purchasing relationships 
between local farmers and participating institutions.  Once the 
relationships are established, farmers and Food Service Directors 
work with one another directly, and institutions pay each farm 
individually. 

A table-tent promoting local products at 
Rudy’s Tacos.  In 2001, this restaurant 
purchased more than $142,000 worth of 
foods from local farms as a participant in 
the University of Northern Iowa Local Food 
Project. 

2. Local Foods Incorporated into Main Meals

produced foods, and with farms that have suffi cient 
quantity and/or variety of products to provide for an 
entire growing season or year-round. 

Often, these programs do not involve the unveiling 
of a “new program” in the food services, and so 
they may catch less attention by the local media 
and community, and may not create noticeable 
increases in cafeteria sales or in improved community 
awareness from the start.  Food Services incorporating 
local foods into their main meals should market 

Institutions can utilize local foods by incorporating 
them into their main menu options.  This model 
may be the most simple to implement, and requires 
minimal up-front planning on the institution’s 
part.  Most food service directors who utilize locally 
produced foods in their main meals comment on 
the quality difference as a main reason to serve local 
foods. 

These programs work well with food service 
programs that are already willing to source locally 
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and promote their efforts in some way, to gain the 
attention of cafeteria customers and the local comm 
unity, and enhance the benefits of purchasing locally.  
Cafeteria customers will notice a difference in quality, 

Example of a Catering Program

All-Iowa Meals, Iowa 
Practical Farmers of Iowa, a non-profit organization, hosted the first “all-Iowa meal” in 
cooperation with the catering division at the University of Iowa in 1997.  Since then, the project 
has grown in popularity each consecutive year.  In 2000, Practical Farmers of Iowa worked with 
a network of 46 farmers to serve “all-Iowa meals” at 47 events.  In 2000, these meals served over 
5,000 meals to conference attendees, and generated a total of $16,581 in revenue for participating 

Iowa farmers (Huber, 3).   

The educational impact of the project is the greatest benefit, according 
to Practical Farmers of Iowa. The “all-Iowa meals” program has given 
farmers the experience needed to successfully market their products 
to other institutions, increased chefs’ familiarity with local products, 
and established relationships between chefs, food service directors, 
and farmers.  The meals are providing conference attendees the 
chance to experience the quality, taste, freshness, and variety of locally 
produced foods in an educational setting.  Conference attendees learn 
about local and global farming issues and the effect that food choices 
have on our landscapes, thus influencing their ideas and decisions 
about food in the future (Practical Farmers of Iowa, 13). 

Additional institutions and organizations have begun creating 
programs modeled after the “all-Iowa meals” program to showcase 
local and regional foods.   Read more about “all-Iowa meals” in the 
Case Studies section of the Appendix. 

3. Catering Projects

Most colleges and large convention center venues 
offer catering services, and some have started 
offering “all-local” meals as an option for conference 
organizers to choose for their event.   These meals 
serve locally produced foods to conference attendees, 
and provide an opportunity to educate conference 
attendees about food and agriculture.  

These projects utilize foods on a more erratic schedule, 
and, in the beginning, do not require constant supply 
from producers. Catering projects allow food service 
employees and farms the opportunity to interact, 

begin developing relationships, and time to work 
with local foods in a creative way, while allowing 
a high degree of flexibility for all participants 
involved.  

Conference organizers who are interested in sourcing 
local foods for their own conference may wish to read 
the brochure A Sense of Place: Serving Local Food 
at Your Meeting (listed in the Resource Section) 
for more ideas about incorporating local foods into 
conference agendas.  

Photo: Kelli Sanger

and incorporating local foods into main cafeteria 
options can be used as a way to improve quality of 
food service for existing customers and increase sales 
at the cafeteria. 
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Examples of Special Events

University of Wisconsin- Madison, Wisconsin
In 1997, the University of Wisconsin-Madison began hosting “Home Grown Wisconsin Organic 
Meals” in response to student requests to serve more organic options in the dining halls.  These 
meals feature local and organic foods that are in season, and are built around what is available 
from local producers at that time. At a “Home Grown Wisconsin Meal” served in the fall of 2001, 
featured local items included organic meat, dairy, carrots, potatoes, celery, apples, watermelon, 
cabbage and onions.  

Based on the success of these meals, food services began to purchase more locally produced foods 
from local farms on a continuing basis. The University became the first major public university 
in the United States to commit to putting locally grown foods on its dining hall menus, including 
locally grown and produced blue corn tortilla chips, apples and organic potatoes (CIAS, 2). Read 
more about University of Wisconsin-Madison in the Case Studies section of the Appendix. 

The Evergreen State College, Olympia, Washington
Beginning in 2002, The Evergreen State College (TESC) food services, managed by Bon Appetit 
Management Company, showcased locally produced foods from local farms at “Local Grower 
Dinners” in their cafeteria. “Local Grower Dinners” were scheduled three times a quarter, 
showcasing three different farms for the 2002-03 year. 

At these events, students could select one dinner entree featuring locally produced vegetables and 
meats from each farm. These events were beneficial in educating students about locally produced 
foods and developing a relationship between farms and food services. Students and staff had the 
ability to learn about local farms, and see how local products can be integrated into great tasting 
meals. Read more about TESC in the Case Studies section of the Appendix.

4. Special Events

Showcasing locally produced foods at special events, 
such as a “locally grown dinner” in the cafeteria, 
is a way to introduce Farm-to-Cafeteria programs 
to food service employees, customers and farmers. 
This strategy also attracts attention from cafeteria 
customers and the surrounding community.  Special 
event meals can be a starting point in cultivating 
relationships between local farms and institutional 
food services, and is also a great way to gauge 
customer opinion on locally produced foods.

Many colleges and K-12 schools, in partnership 
with community organizations, utilize this strategy 
as a way to begin incorporating local foods into 
their menus.   These programs are usually created 
in partnership with local community organizations 
and/or students, parents or customers who would 
like to see a change in their food services.  These 
participants help to organize initial events, publicize 
them to the larger community, and often help to 
provide the educational component to the events.  
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Selling farm products to institutions is different than 
other marketing strategies. Understanding the unique 
dynamics of this market can better position farmers 

to succeed. Selling to institutions offers the opportunity to 
sell large quantities to a few customers, reducing labor and 
transportation costs, but takes time and effort to establish 
and maintain business relationships with food services. 

Institutional markets offer lower prices than retail outlets 
like farmers markets, but allow farmers to capture a higher 
percentage of the food dollar than when selling to wholesale 
distributors. The quality demand of these institutions 
depends on the population served, but all institutional 
food services expect to work with dependable vendors 
with whom they can establish a long term purchasing 
relationship.  

Selling to institutions can fit well into a marketing plan that 
mixes wholesale and retail marketing, and may increase the 
total amount of products sold.  Sales to institutions may 
also increase participation in other marketing outlets, such 
as grocery stores, farmers markets, or CSA shares, through 
increased community exposure.  Many farmers are motivated 
to engage in institutional marketing for both economic and 
social reasons.
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Strategies to sell to Institutions

directly with the Food Service Manager, and handling 
all ordering, invoicing and delivery of foods to the 
institution. Farms should understand that food 
services command a different level of attention than 
farmers market customers or wholesale brokers.  Sales 
calls, deliveries, billing, and developing specific items 
for an institution can be a part of the relationship.  

This strategy can be used to approach institutions 
that have authority to make their own purchasing 
decisions, such as K-12 schools, colleges, hospitals, 
and nursing homes. 

Farmers can develop strong business relationships 
with food services and, with time, have the 
opportunity to attain guaranteed food service 
accounts for specific products. With a successful 
relationship, farmers can meet with food services to 
determine what products can be supplied at specific 
volume expectations before the season starts, creating 

Example of a successful cooperative marketing 
to institutions 

GROWN Locally, Iowa. 
GROWN Locally is a 12-member cooperative that markets fresh, seasonal vegetables and fruits 
to institutions, including nursing homes, hospitals, colleges, and schools, in Iowa.  Incorporated 
in 1999, the cooperative first began marketing to 14 institutions through a simple phone and 
fax ordering system.  In following years they established additional institutional contacts and 
moved all ordering to an on-line system, where institutional customers are able to place their 
orders over the Internet (http://www.grownlocally.com).  The cooperative has plans to provide 
fresh cut and prepped products to its customers in the future. 

The GROWN Locally cooperative is an example of how farmers can supply local institutions 
together that they would not be able to access alone.  As a group, they have been able to invest 
in the infrastructure and marketing mechanisms to serve the institutional market successfully.    
Find more information on Grown Locally in the Case Studies section in the Appendix.   
(Adapted from Expanding Local Food Systems by marketing to Institutions, Practical Farmers 
of Iowa, May 2002). 

Farms may wish to explore different marketing 
strategies, depending on their volume of production, 
current marketing approaches and target institutions.  
When approaching institutions that have control over 
their individual purchases, such as private and public 
colleges, universities, culinary schools, K-12 schools, 
hospitals, businesses and nursing homes, farms can 
utilize direct marketing, cooperative marketing or 
wholesale strategies directly with the institution.  

To supply Washington State agencies, prisons, and 
other state institutions, farms should understand the 
specific ways that these institutions purchase goods, 
and the strategies that can be used to supply them 
with locally produced foods.   

Marketing Directly to Institutions

Selling farm products directly is one way to have farm 
products served and showcased in institutions.  This 
strategy involves establishing a business relationship 

http://www.grownlocally.com
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a secure market for their products and providing a 
valuable resource for food services. 

Farmers marketing directly to institutions will need 
adequate insurance including a minimum of $1 
million general liability insurance coverage.  Farmers 
are also responsible for delivering and invoicing their 
products.  

The first step to marketing any products to 
institutions is to schedule an appointment with 
the Food Service Manager and begin developing 
a successful relationship. Farms scheduling an 
appointment should bring information about their 
products (i.e. product and price lists, samples if 
available) and their farm (i.e. production methods, 
family operation, etc.).  

While individual farms may find marketing directly as 
a highly effective way to begin selling to institutions, 
some farms and institutions have found it easier in 
the long run to work with a group of farms through 
a cooperative, marketing association, or wholesale 
distributor.  Supplying institutions as a cooperative 
or marketing association allows farms to supply larger 
volumes and a wider variety of products, coordinate 
billing and product delivery, and reduce the time and 
effort necessary to develop individual relationships 
for each farmer.   

Cooperative Marketing to Institutions

Many farms successfully selling to institutions are 
marketing their products cooperatively.  

Government programs and funds are available to 
assist in developing cooperative business ventures 
for farmers in Washington. Farmers interested in 
developing a cooperative business or finding out more 
information on cooperative development should 
contact the organizations listed under Cooperative 
Marketing Assistance, in the Resources section.   

Wholesale Marketing

Farmers may wish to sell to institutions through 
a wholesale food distributor. In this marketing 
approach, products are sold to a vendor that handles 
ordering, delivery and billing to institutional 
customers.  More and more wholesale vendors are 
showcasing and seeking out Washington grown 
products for their customers.  This arrangement may 
work for farms that do not have the transportation, 
storage capacity or desire to maintain a strict delivery 
schedule for their institutional customers.   

However, maintaining a relationship with Food 
Service Managers has benefits for farmers even if 
they choose to distribute and sell to them through 
a wholesale approach. By maintaining a relationship 
with food services managers, farms may be able to 
distinguish their product to their customers and 
develop a long-term business customer, which may 
lead to increased sales to institutions. 
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Washington State Institutions

subdivisions follow similar purchasing guidelines 
as state institutions, but are not required by law to 
use state master contracts.  Farmers interested in 
approaching state or local governments can use the 
following information as a guide for all levels of 
government purchasing.  

Farmers, producers, and vendors can sell their goods 
and services to Washington state institutions and 
agencies in three ways: 

1) Supply products directly to the institution.

2) Supply products to vendors that hold Master 
Contracts. These vendors then deliver and 
supply desired products to participating state 
agencies and institutions.

Chart 1. Flow Chart showing how governmental institutions purchase foods through state 
“master contracts” administered by the Office of State Procurement (OSP)

General Administration - OSP

Contracting agent for roughly 20-30% of state purchasing

State Agencies 
(Mandatory Use)

• Most state agencies, i.e., DSHS, 
DOC are mandatory users of OSP’s 
contracts.

State Agencies 
(Discretionary Use)

• Some state entities (e.g., State 
Printer, higher education) are not 
required to use OSP’s contracts.

• Direct buy.  For some purchases 
less than $3,000, state agencies 
may purchase directly from 
vendors.

Political 
Subdivisions 

within Washington 
(Discretionary Use)

• Counties

• Cities

• Port Districts

• School Districts

These entities are 
voluntary users of OSP’s 
contracts.

Oregon 
(Discretionary Use)

• State Agencies

• Counties

• Cities

• School Districts

OSP has forged 
relationships with 
Oregon state and local 
government purchasers, 
who voluntarily purchase 
off of OSP’s contracts.

Washington State institutions, for the purpose of 
this handbook, include state agencies with cafeterias 
(i.e. Department of Transportation, Department of 
Ecology), prisons operated by the Department of 
Corrections, and hospitals and other institutions 
operated by the Department of Social and Human 
Services. 

These institutions purchase their food in two ways: 
independent purchasing at each institution and 
through “state master contracts”, administered by 
the Office of State Procurement (see Chart 1). As a 
note, county and city governments, school districts, 
agencies, and port districts may participate in state 
master contracts if they choose.  These local political 
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3) Supply all state institutions by entering into 
Master Contracts with the Office of State 
Procurement and becoming a vendor that 
provides desired products to participating state 
agencies and institutions.  

Because master contracts are given out to supply 
foods on a year round basis to institutions state-wide 
or region-wide, farms will most likely wish to either 
sell directly to governmental institutions or sell to 
distributors who hold master contracts.   

In this section, we will cover the first two strategies. 
Find more information on entering into master 
contracts with the state by contacting the Office of 
State Procurement, listed in the Resources section of 
this handbook.  

Market Directly to Institutions
Institutions may purchase foods directly from farms 
(direct buy) without comparing vendor prices when 
their purchases total less than $3,000 per year.  If 
their purchase is over $3,000 per year, they must 
collect bids from three individual vendors, or enter 
into a formal contract before purchasing foods. 

Overall, government entities (including colleges, 
schools, and state institutions) purchase the majority 
of their food purchases individually, either through 
direct buy purchases, informal bidding processes, or 
individual contracts. However, institutions that are 
operated by the Department of Corrections (DOC) 
and Department of Social and Health Services 
(DSHS) receive the majority of their foods from 
master contracts with the state, and are not able to 
purchase from farms foods that they have already 
contracted for.  In other words, these institutions 
cannot buy dairy products from a farmer directly if 
they already contract with the state for their dairy 
products.  These same institutions, however, may 
purchase potatoes or other products that have not 
been previously contracted for.   

Master Contracts
State agencies, DOC prisons, and DSHS social 
institutions are mandated to purchase their foods 
from master contracts operated by the state.  In 
addition, some K-12 school districts, counties, 
cities, and port districts and non-profit organizations 
choose to purchase some or all of their food through 
Master Contracts.   By purchasing large quantities of 
food together, these institutions receive food at lower 
prices and reduce contract administration at each 
institution site. These contracts are solicited and 
awarded by the Office of State Procurement (OSP), 
located in Olympia.  OSP manages three master food 
contracts for use by state institutions: dairy products, 
fresh fruits and vegetables, and general commodities 
for all processed foods and food service supplies.   

In 2002, state agencies and institutions purchased 
$2,200,000 of fresh fruit and vegetables and 
$1,166,000 of fresh dairy products (fluid milk, 
cheese, etc.) through master contracts.  Of these 
purchases, more than half of the fresh fruits, 
vegetables and dairy products ($2,469,700) were 
produced in Washington.  

All master contracts are awarded using a competitive 
process.  When vendors bid on a contract, they agree to 
provide the foods specified in the bid and agree to sell 
those goods and services at a price favorable to the state.  
The lowest responsive, responsible bidder is awarded the 
contract.  

Sell Products to Vendors that Hold 
Master Contracts

Farmers are able to sell their products to the state 
by supplying wholesale vendors that, in turn, deliver 
products to individual institutions. Companies 
that are currently supplying the state can be found 
by contacting the Office of State Procurement at 
(360) 902-7400, or visiting http://www.ga.wa.gov/
index.html.  

http://www.ga.wa.gov/index.html
http://www.ga.wa.gov/index.html
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Wholesale companies that hold Master Contracts may 
already purchase food from local farms for a number 
of reasons:  shipping charges can be substantially less, 
and more and more local markets and restaurants are 
requesting locally grown produce.  

Farmers that wish to sell to wholesale companies 
should keep the following in mind before approaching 
wholesalers with their products: 

• Wholesalers are looking for farms that can 
provide a dependable amount of product over 
time.  

• Farmers need to be able to meet minimum 
delivery requirements.  

• Farmers need to be able to harvest, cool, wash, 
and pack for shipment the produce they sell. 

• Farms must meet all food handling, sanitation, 
environmental, and safety requirements as 
outlined in USDA’s Good Agricultural Practices 
(GAP). Find more information on USDA’s GAP 
in Food Safety Begins on the Farm: A Grower’s 
Guide, listed in the Resources section of this 
handbook.   

Farmers interested in approaching wholesale 
companies with their product may wish to ask 
companies the following questions when discussing a 
potential business relationship with them: 

• Who is the contact for farmers?

• What services are required from the farmer? (i.e. 
packing, delivery, etc.)

• What business infrastructure (i.e. fax and/or 
Internet capability, refrigerated storage etc.) does 
the wholesale company require of farms? 

• How will products need to be packaged? 

• What inspection operations and certifications are 
required, if any?

• What prices can be expected for farm products? 
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Characteristics of Institutional Food Services 

present reasons why food services should purchase 
directly from local farms.  

Food Service Managers command a different level 
of care than farmers market customers or wholesale 
buyers. Managers expect farmers to conduct sales 
calls, deliver products to the institution and may 
ask that farms accept returns. In addition, they may 
be interested in contract growing for specific items 
tailored to their institution.  

Food Service Management Varies 
Between Institutions

The organizational structure of the food service 
operation will influence what purchasing rules food 
services must follow, how food services choose their 
food vendors, and types of purchasing arrangements 
they make with vendors. Food services can be self-
operated by the institution or privately managed by a 
food service company for the hosting institution.  

Both self-operated and privately managed food 
services are able to purchase locally produced foods 
across the nation. Factors that determine how easy 
it will be to market locally produced foods to food 
services include: 

• Flexibility of the Food Service Manager to make 
purchasing decisions. 

• Personal interest and willingness of the Food 
Service Manager to create a new program. 

• Willingness of Food Service Manager to develop 
relationships with the local food and farming 
community. 

• Support received from customers and 
administration to make changes in the food 
service operation. 

• Overall goals of the institution and food 
services.

Institutions typically purchase large volumes of 
product at one time and usually purchase from only 
a handful of distributors. They receive most of their 
fresh fruits and vegetables from one vendor and are 
used to receiving deliveries of fresh foods at least once 
a week. Institutions that serve larger populations may 
receive food deliveries daily, depending on the size of 
their storage facilities and number of people served.   

Institutional food services purchase foods at wholesale 
prices, 30-40% lower than retail, and pay for product 
by check after receipt of goods.  Farms who begin 
delivering product to institutions should be prepared 
to leave an invoice (with the farm name and products 
delivered) with delivery of goods.  The institution 
will pay each vendor by check at a later date, often 
30 to 90 days after receipt of goods.  Farmers should 
not expect to be paid on delivery.  Institutional food 
services prefer to receive goods in labeled boxes that 
include farm name and type of product. Find more 
information on packing specifications in the Rules 
and Regulations section of this handbook.  

Who to Contact

When selling products directly to an institution, 
farms should contact the Director or Manager of 
Food Services, and approach them personally about 
purchasing their products.  Titles used by the Food 
Service Manager of an institution may include: 
General Manager, Food Service Manager, Food 
Service Director, or other related titles. 

When meeting with the manager, farmers should 
bring information about their products, (such as 
price lists, samples if available), and information 
about their farm and farming practices. Farmers 
should know when and how much product they 
will have available, and should be professional in 
appearance.  Purchasing directly from farmers may 
be a new idea to Food Service Managers, and farmers 
should be prepared to “sell” their products and 
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Types of Food Services

Self-Operated Food Services
Food services that are operated by the institution itself are called “self-operated.”  These 
food services follow the purchasing policies of the institution, and the Food Service 
Manager has the independent authority to enter into purchasing contracts themselves. 
Because these institutions have independent authority over purchasing decisions, they 
may be easier to approach than privately managed food services.  

Self-operated food services often enter into yearly or multi-year purchasing contracts 
with vendors to supply foods.  Many institutions choose to purchase the majority of their 
foods from one or two major vendors, often referred to as their “prime vendor”, to reduce 
contract and billing load on the institution.  Private institutions that are self-operated are 
not required to follow these rules, however, they may have prime vendors themselves. 

When first approached about purchasing food from local farmers, Food Service Managers 
from self-operated food services may state that they are unable to purchase directly from 
farms because of a  “prime vendor contract.”  While that is true to a certain extent, most 
contracts allow for a certain percentage of purchases to be “off-contract,” or allow for trial 
periods for different types of foods from different vendors.  Find more information in the 
section Prime Vendor Contracts on page 17. 

Privately Managed Food Services 
Privately managed food services are often operated by large corporate companies that 
provide contracted food services for hospitals, schools, colleges and other institutions 
nationwide or on a global scale (i.e. Sodexho, Chartwells, Aramark).  Their food service 
operations are often bound to national buying contracts and individual Food Service 
Managers at each institution are restricted in how much local food purchasing they can do. 
Depending on corporate purchasing policies, privately managed food service operations 
may be able purchase locally produced foods to some degree, although overall they may 
be harder to establish a relationship with than self-operated food services.    

Privately managed food services are able to purchase from local farms, given that the 
Food Service Manager is interested in working with them, and/or if the institution that 
contracted with the food service requires the company to do so. Corporately managed 
food services sign a contract with the institution to provide food services according to 
the institution’s specification. Institutions can request that food services purchase a 
percentage of all their food from local businesses.

Farms that are interested in selling to corporately managed food services may need to 
become an “approved vendor” for that company, which includes verification of insurance 
policy and meeting food safety standards.  For specific information, ask the Food Service 
Manager how to be qualified to sell to their company.  
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Prime Vendor Contracts

Many self-operated and privately managed food 
services receive most or all of their produce, meats, 
staples, and kitchen supplies from a single vendor 
that they enter into a contractual agreement with. 
These contracts limit a Food Service Manager’s 
ability to buy from another vendor or producer 
during the effective time of the contract. 

There are, however, ways for farms to sell to institutions 
that have single vendor contracts without bidding for 
the contract.  Food services that have entered into 
single vendor contracts can buy products “off contract” 
if an item the Manager wants is not available through 
the prime vendor.  This can be more flexible than it 
first appears. For example, a K-12 school Food Service 
Director in Washington would be able to purchase 
different varieties of apples from local producers if 
those varieties are not listed in the contract with the 
prime vendor.  

Many institutions with vendor contracts are able to 
purchase a certain amount of products off-contract. 
This is a great way for them to sample new products 
and begin purchasing from local farms.  In addition, 
producers can approach food services when the term 
of the contract ends, or when contracts are renewed 
(usually annually).  This time period can give 
producers time to plan and be ready to approach the 
food service operation at the end of the their current 
contract term.  

Before approaching a Food Service Manager for a 
sales appointment, it may be important to ask them 
what they are buying currently and what contract 
specifications they have with vendors.  Farms may 
also access contract information and product lists 
for public institutions (i.e. state universities, K-12 
schools) from the purchasing office of the institution.  
This information will assist in deciding what specific 
foods to approach managers with that will not 
be turned down because of current prime vendor 
contracts. 

One-Stop Shopping is Important

Food Service Managers are very busy, and they have 
limited opportunity to interact with vendors.  Their 
ability to interact with multiple farmers on a personal 
level is rare. Managers appreciate one-stop shopping 
that allows them to purchase as many items from 
one place as possible. According to studies done to 
determine the best ways to approach the institutional 
market, farmers are “wise to collaborate, cooperate, 
or develop strategic partnerships to limit demands on 
the institutional buyer’s time and enhance marketing 
prospects for these products” (Johnson et al, 13).  

Farmers can make purchasing from local farms 
easier for food services by working with marketing 
cooperatives, associations, or local non-profits to 
consolidate ordering and delivery logistics.  This 
kind of relationship can lead to more purchases of 
local products from Food Service Managers in the 
long term. Find an example of collaborative sales to 
institutions in the University of Washington Case 
Study section in the Appendix. 

Food Safety is a Big Concern

Food Service Managers are very concerned about 
microbial contamination of foods and the sources 
of their foods, because of their liability and the 
reputation of their establishment.  In a survey of 
Washington K-12 Food Service Directors, 67% were 
concerned about the safety of local foods (Sanger, 
19).  Some Food Service Managers may have the 
perception that foods purchased directly from small 
farms may have higher risk of microbial or pesticide 
contamination, or may not meet food safety 
regulations.  It is the responsibility of the farmer to 
prove otherwise.  

Farms should be prepared to educate Food Service 
Managers about the safety of their product.  A 
good way to assure food services of a farm products’ 
safety would be to follow the recommendations in 
Food Safety Begins on the Farm: A Grower’s Guide, 
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listed in the Resources section of this handbook.  
Farms should also be prepared to show Food Service 
Managers a documented plan of farming, packing, 
and delivery practices.

Insurance Requirements

Farms wishing to sell to institutions should 
understand their liability insurance requirements 
and should be prepared to show proof of their 
policy before attempting to become a regular 
vendor.  Most institutions require that any vendor, 
including farms, carry a general liability insurance 
policy. State institutions, including colleges, require 
that all vendors carry a general liability policy of at 
least $1 million per occurrence.  The University of 
Washington food services requires that all vendors, 
including farms, carry liability insurance of $1 
million per occurrence and  $2 million in aggregate. 
Some corporate food service companies that manage 
food service operations in colleges, schools and 
hospitals in Washington require that all vendors carry 
a general liability policy of $5 million per occurrence.  
In some cases, these liability insurance requirements 
may be prohibitive for individual farms to meet.   

In order to meet higher insurance requirements, 
some farms form cooperatives or marketing 

associations to provide liability insurance coverage 
to a group, cutting the costs of the policy to 
individual producers. For examples of cooperatives 
selling to institutions, contact GROWN Locally, an 
Iowa farmers cooperative that markets directly to 
institutions, or read about the College Food Project 
at University of Wisconsin (see Case Studies in 
Appendix). 

For information and technical assistance for 
developing cooperatives in Washington, contact 
USDA Rural Business Cooperative Service, listed in 
the Resources section of this handbook.  

Farms should keep in mind the following advice 
when thinking about insurance policies and 
institutional sales: 

1) Find out the amount of insurance institutional 
customers require.

2) Determine the insurance burden that each 
farming operation can bear, and spread this 
cost across the projected business costs and 
profits. This requirement should be used to 
help determine pricing structure, and whether 
institutional sales can be a profitable part of farm 
marketing (Luedeman and Hamilton, 11). 
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K-12 School Characteristics 

K-12 Food Services Serve Breakfast 
and Lunch

School food services prepare breakfast and lunch 
each weekday from September to June. Some schools 
prepare summer lunches and may be interested in 
utilizing local products in the summer months. While 
at first glance this schedule may appear to make 
Farm-to-Cafeteria connections with schools difficult, 
it is possible to sell products to local schools.  

From September to June, Washington farmers are 
selling products that can be produced year round (i.e. 
lettuce, salad greens, carrots, and kale in temperate 
areas) and products that can be stored for extended 
periods of time, including apples, potatoes, and 
squash. Food Service Directors will be able to inform 
local farmers about their specific food programs and 
what times of the year they operate.  

K-12 Food Services are Interested in 
Providing Healthy Meals

Public school food services create meals that meet 
USDA dietary requirements, and many schools 
are working to increase the amount of fruits and 
vegetables actually eaten by kids in school lunch. 
Locally produced fruits and vegetables can be a great 
fit for schools that are working to provide healthier 
meals, and can provide foods that kids really enjoy 
eating.  Smaller-scale farms often product varieties 
based on flavor and harvest when the produce is ripe.  
For these reasons, incorporating locally produced 
foods in schools can increase the amount of fresh 
fruits and vegetables consumed by children.  

K-12 Food Services Have Purchasing 
Guidelines

K-12 schools must follow state and federal 
purchasing guidelines as directed in the Revised 
Code of Washington (RCW) 28A.235.  Schools that 

Washington K-12 school food services are interested 
in purchasing locally produced foods to as a way to 
provide children access to fresh, high quality foods 
and provide positive public relations with the local 
community.  

In 2002, WSDA published the results of its survey 
of K-12 school Food Service Directors titled: 
Washington Schools Purchasing Washington Grown 
Products: Where is the Connection?” The following 
information from that survey will help producers 
understand the characteristics of K-12 schools in 
Washington State.   

Seventy-eight percent of Washington K-12 schools 
indicated that they would purchase foods directly 
from local producers if price and quality were 
competitive. Additionally, schools all over the state 
are interested in connecting their food services with 
local producers, with northeastern, northwestern and 
southeastern Washington showing the highest rates 
of interested Food Service Directors and staff.  

A strong majority of Food Service Directors and 
staff (78 percent) are interested in purchasing from 
local producers in the future, and many schools (43 
percent) already purchase locally produced foods, 
either through traditional distribution channels or 
directly from local farmers. A higher rate of eastern 
Washington Food Service Directors stated that they 
purchase from local producers and would be willing 
to pay more for locally produced foods. For specific 
information on one Washington school that is 
purchasing direct from local farms, read about the 
Olympia School District in the Appendix.  

When thinking about selling products to K-12 
schools and local school districts, there are specific 
aspects of the K-12 cafeteria that will better help 
farmers understand how to successfully market their 
products. 
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purchase more than $50,000/year of a type of food 
(i.e. fruits and vegetables) are required to contract 
with a vendor that meets their qualifications, at the 
lowest cost.  Schools that do not purchase more than 
$50,000 of a type of food per year often request 
bids on a weekly basis.  Food Service Directors can 
choose to order foods based on flavor and quality, in 
addition to price.  Purchasing decisions are not purely 
made on price, however, it does play a major part in 
their purchasing decisions. Promoting the flavor and 
quality of locally produced foods is a strong way 
to show the difference between local products and 
products shipped from great distances.  

K-12 Food Services Purchase Food 
from Private Food Vendors and 
USDA Commodity Programs

While some foods in school are obtained for a low 
cost through the USDA commodity program, most 
schools also purchase foods from private vendors 
to supplement their supply from the commodity 
program. Schools receive the equivalent of  $0.16 
in USDA commodities for each lunch served, and 
most purchase fresh fruits, vegetables, and some meat 
products from private vendors. Farms interested in 
selling products to schools may first want to inquire 
what products the school district currently purchases 
from private vendors to see what opportunities may 
exist. 

Food Safety is a Big Concern

While all food services are concerned about food 
safety, K-12 food services have strong concerns about 
food safety. They are very sensitive about possible 
microbial contamination of the foods they serve, and 
are required to create plans to minimize and reduce 
risk in their kitchens, and work to minimize risk 
from their food vendors as well.  In this light, some 
food services currently purchase fruits and vegetables 
that have been washed in a bleach solution, or only 
purchase foods that they feel come from a reliable 

vendor that ensures safe handling practices of their 
products.  Some K-12 school food services purchase 
fully cooked meat items to limit the school districts 
liability for serving contaminated foods to their 
children (Tropp, 13). 

Producers may find that some Food Service Directors 
are initially not interested in locally produced meats 
because of the high risk in purchasing raw meats. 
However, it may be possible to discuss the food 
safety of local products with them.  It is uncertain 
exactly how many school districts in Washington are 
buying only fully cooked meat products, however, it 
is a trend that producers may want to keep in mind 
when deciding who to approach and what product to 
approach buyers with.  

Farms should be prepared to educate Food Service 
Managers about the safety of their product.  A good 
way to assure Food Service Directors of a products’ 
safety would be to follow the recommendations in 
Food Safety Begins on the Farm: A Grower’s Guide, 
listed in the Resources section of this handbook, and 
show Food Service Directors a documented plan of 
farming, packing, and delivery practices. 

Labor is the Limiting Factor

Approximately 80 percent of Washington school 
districts and private schools have the necessary 
equipment needed to process fresh fruits and 
vegetables and store them. However, labor costs 
appear to be the most limiting factor in Washington 
schools regarding processing and preparation of fresh 
foods in K-12 schools. When approaching schools 
with fresh products, keep in mind that they have 
limited labor resources. A product that requires 
minimal preparation may be easier to market to food 
services, especially when they are just beginning to 
develop relationships with local farms.  
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Food Service Directors Don’t Know 
Local Producers

In the survey, K-12 Food Service Directors also cited 
that one of the main reasons they hadn’t purchased 
locally produced foods was because of a lack of 
producers in their area (Sanger, 4).  This suggests that 
most food services are not aware of the agricultural 
production in their area.  Farmers who are interested 
in selling to institutions should approach the Food 
Service Director, either as a member of a local 
community organization or as a farmer, and let them 
know there are local farmers in the area that are 
interested in making connections.  

K-12 Food Services Operate with 
Limited Budgets

School food services receive income from students 
who pay for their own meals, as well as USDA 
and state government support. The main goal for 
most schools is to provide healthy meal options for 
children at the lowest price possible.  In the 2002-
2003 school year, USDA reimbursed local school 
districts $2.14/meal for each student that receive 
free lunch, $1.74 for each student that received 
reduced price lunch, and $.20/meal for each student 
that paid for their lunch. In combination with paid 
lunch income, food services must pay for all labor, 
equipment and food purchases for the facility with 
this income (Bergeson, 1).  

Farms should keep this in mind when deciding 
to approach schools, and what kind of prices they 
should expect.  While prices offered at schools 
are traditionally lower than other institutions and 
restaurants, there are other benefits to selling to 
schools, such as increased community exposure, 
educating children about local foods, and working 
with food services to show students how good 
fresh foods can taste.  Even though K-12 schools 
may provide a lower price than other markets, 
Washington farms are finding it economically and 
socially worthwhile to sell to local schools.  

Agricultural Education is Possible with
K-12 Schools

In addition to selling fresh foods to the school 
cafeteria, many schools are interested in creating 
more educational connections with local farms, 
either through farm field trips, school gardens, or 
farmer visits to the classroom.  Washington farms 
are making connections with schools to talk about 
their farming with students, and providing assistance 
to build school gardens, providing students with 
a better understanding of food and local farming.  
Educating children early about their food choices 
increases the likelihood of better health in their adult 
life, and educating children about local agriculture 
increases the likelihood of community support for 
local farms now and in the future.  
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When thinking about selling to colleges and 
universities, there is specific information that will 
help farmers better understand how to successfully 
market products to college and university Food 
Service Managers and their customers, including 
college staff, faculty and students.

College Food Services Operate 
Year Round

Campus food services serve meals daily in college 
cafeterias during the school year (August through 
June). Many colleges operate cafeterias at a lower 
volume in the summer to accommodate summer 
school students, and staff and faculty that work 
year round.  In addition, many college food services 
have catering operations that serve foods for visiting 
conferences year-round. 

Local and Sustainably-Grown Foods 
are a Growing Trend

Serving local and organic foods is a national trend 
in colleges and universities. Many major industry 
journals, such as Nation’s Restaurant News, Foodservice 
Director, and Campus Dining Today, point to these 
trends, and most Food Service Directors are aware 
of them. The Evergreen State College in Olympia, 
the University of Washington, and Bastyr University 
in Seattle are examples of Washington campuses that 
have begun showcasing local and/or organic foods in 
their food services.  

Food Services are Willing to Supply 
Local and Sustainably-Grown Foods 
to Meet Demand

Of all institutions, colleges and universities across 
the country tend to be more receptive to showcasing 
locally and sustainably grown foods, and are 
able to buy higher priced items, when local and 
sustainable food issues are important to their student 
body.  Colleges and universities that recognize the 

environmental or social benefits of buying locally 
produced items, and that place a high value on social 
equality or environmental stewardship may be more 
likely to buy sustainably produced/local foods.  

Many college student groups are working to improve 
the food served at their schools, and farmers 
can help play a part in that effort.  Approaching 
student groups that are interested in changing food 
service may create a great relationship for both the 
student group and farmers, and may help students 
make change in their school.  Farmers may wish to 
reference this trend when meeting with Food Service 
Managers, who may or may not be aware of it.  

State-Operated Food Services Must 
Follow Washington State Purchasing 
Rules

State-operated food services must follow state 
purchasing guidelines.  It should be noted that private 
universities and food service management companies 
are not required to follow these rules, and may have 
their own individual purchasing guidelines. 

• Direct Buy Purchases

 If the campus food service does not purchase 
more than $3,000* worth of product throughout 
the year, local Food Service Managers are not 
legally obligated to seek out other vendors, and 
they can specifically choose whom they would 
like to buy from without comparing prices with 
other vendors.  

• Informal Bidding Purchases

 If food services purchase between $3,000-
$42,300*, Food Service Managers are legally 

* Purchasing limits for direct buy, informal bids, and formal contract purchases 
are established by the Office of Financial Management and are adjusted 
annually.  Dollar amounts for these categories are not static, but figures for 
2003 have been provided to give farmers an idea of where they might fit into the 
current purchasing framework of public institutions, including colleges. 

Colleges and Universities
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obligated to request bids from at least three 
vendors before purchasing products. 

• Formal Contract Purchases

 If the campus food service purchases more than 
$42,300*, they are required to solicit a formal 
contract to supply those goods for a specified 
amount of time, such as one year. 

 Farms competing for formal contracts will 
be expected to supply the total amount of 
food requested by the college in the contract.  
Farmers will either need sufficient product 
quantity to supply the college themselves, or 

work cooperatively to supply the college with a 
variety of products in sufficient volume. Keep in 
mind that food contracts are awarded on food 
price and quality. A college may legally grant the 
contract to the bidder with the better quality 
product, even if the price is higher.

 Farms beginning to market products to a 
college may want to deliver products on a trial 
basis at first, approaching contract bids after 
a relationship has been established with food 
services.   
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Nursing Homes

Nursing homes prepare meals for a predominantly 
senior population year round. The majority of food 
service operations are “self-operated,” and meals are 
prepared on site with the aid of a registered dietitian. 
Find nursing homes in Washington from the 
Washington State Department of Health and Social 
Services at http://www.adsa.dshs.wa.gov/resources/
default.htm.  

Adult Family Homes

Adult family homes are privately operated facilities 
that house up to six individuals at a time. These 
facilities serve a primarily senior population, and 
meals are prepared on site.  Farms may want to 
consider selling products to these institutions 
through CSA subscriptions and/or delivery.  Find 
lists of adult family homes in Washington at the 

Adult Family Home 
Locator operated by the 
State Department of Social 
and Health Services at http:
//www.adsa.dshs.wa.gov/
resources/default.htm.  

Boarding Homes

Boarding homes are 
privately operated facilities 
that care for seven or more 
residents in a community 
setting.  These facilities may 
provide general nursing 
assistance for residents, or 
may provide specialized 
assistance for individuals 
with mental health 
problems, developmental 
disabilities, or Alzheimer’s 

disease.  Boarding homes often prepare meals on site 
for residents, and may be interested in purchasing 

When thinking about selling to hospitals, nursing 
homes and senior meal programs, there is specific 
information that will better help farmers understand 
how to successfully market products to fit the needs 
of their customers.  

Hospitals, Nursing Homes, and Senior 
Meal Programs Operate Year Round

These institutional food services serve a steady 
population year round, and have the ability to utilize 
large quantities of fresh foods during the peak of 
the growing season.  Unlike colleges, universities 
and schools, the customer base is not reduced in the 
summer months. Farmers interested in developing 
relationships with institutions to purchase foods in 
the summer months should consider approaching 
these institutions before the growing season begins 
to develop a relationship with the Food Service 
Manager. 

Hospitals

Hospital food services 
prepare meals for hospital 
staff, nurses, doctors, 
patients and visitors.  These 
institutions serve a large 
number of individuals and 
may have an emphasis on 
serving healthy and low-
fat meal options.  Many 
hospitals offer low-fat meal 
options, and provide a 
variety of fresh fruit and 
vegetable options for their 
customers in addition to 
traditional main dish items.  
Farmers should keep this 
in mind when deciding 
what products to approach hospital Food Service 
Managers with.  

Hospitals, Nursing Homes and Senior Meal Programs 

Cabbage, a traditional food enjoyed by many seniors, 
growing in the field. 
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from local farms to meet the needs of their resident 
population.  Find listings of licensed boarding homes 
in Washington at the Boarding Home Locator 
operated by the Department of Social and Health 
Services at http://www.adsa.dshs.wa.gov/resources/
default.htm.  

Senior Nutrition Providers

Senior nutrition providers are independent 
organizations that receive private, state and federal 
funds to prepare meals for seniors that are eaten at 
local senior centers (congregate meals) or delivered 

to their homes. Senior nutrition providers often 
prepare congregate meals themselves, while home 
delivered meals may be purchased from large catering 
companies or private contractors.  Senior nutrition 
providers also coordinate the distribution of fresh 
fruits and vegetables through the Senior Farmers 
Market Nutrition Program in Washington.  Farmers 
should approach these nutrition providers about 
supplying locally produced foods for congregate 
meals, or local Senior Farmers Market Nutrition 
Programs.   

http://www.adsa.dshs.wa.gov/resources/default.htm
http://www.adsa.dshs.wa.gov/resources/default.htm
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Marketing Recommendations for Farms 

The following are recommendations for farms to 
use when approaching institutions as potential 
customers.  These recommendations are based on 
the institutional characteristics explained in the 
proceeding section. 

Use Local Farm Advantages

Local farms looking to sell to institutions should 
keep in mind that Washington farms have specific 
advantages when selling to institutions: 

• They can supply the freshest product possible.

• Washington farms can supply institutions with 
foods that do not travel well, or that are cost 
prohibitive to purchase through traditional 
distribution networks.   

• Washington farms have specific knowledge of 
food trends and the local and cultural food 
preferences of Washington citizens that distant 
suppliers may not be aware of. 

• Additionally, local farmers are the only ones who 
can produce “locally grown products”, a value 
that is appreciated by Washington residents 
(TRD Frameworks, 2).  

• Local farms provide the surrounding community 
with other benefits in addition to providing fresh 
food.  Local farms improve the environmental 
quality of the region, contribute to the local 
economy, provide important greenspace, and 
contribute to the quality of life in the region. 

Farmers would do well to keep these advantages in 
mind when approaching institutions as potential 
customers, and use this information to market 
products.  

Be Familiar with USDA Quality, 
Grading and Packing Standards

Become familiar with quality and packing standards.  
Managers will expect the standard quality and sizes 
for all products and cases. Most managers use these 

standards to order their products as a way to describe 
the size and quality of products they want to serve.  
While not all Food Service Managers will demand 
that farmers provide products within specific grades 
and sizes, it is the language they use to talk about the 
quality and size of foods they normally work with. 
Find sources for grading and sizing standards in the 
Rules and Regulations section of this handbook.  

Supply Products for an Extended 
Period of Time

Food Service Managers are more likely to develop 
relationships with producers or producer groups 
that can deliver products over an extended period of 
time, through an entire growing season or entire year.  
The longer farms can provide products the easier it 
will be to establish a relationship with institutional 
food services. For example, farms can work with an 
institution to supply the necessary amount of carrots 
and potatoes summer through winter, or supply a 
variety of fresh fruits and vegetables spring through 
fall.  

Producers wishing to maintain product supply over 
a period of time may want to consider diversifying 
crops, planning staggered plantings or harvests for 
farm products, and/or acquiring long-term storage 
or processing facilities for their products.  

Work with Non-Profit Organizations or 
“Buy Local” Campaigns

Local agricultural non-profit organizations may be 
able to provide farms with information about local 
institutions and help network with interested Food 
Service Managers in the area.  They may also be 
interested in working with institutions to showcase 
locally produced foods.  For a list of agricultural 
organizations in Washington, see the WSDA List of 
Washington Agricultural Organizations web page in 
the Resources section of this handbook.  
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In addition, farms may wish to partner with “Buy 
Local” campaigns to showcase their products 
in institutions.  “Buy Local” campaigns have 
promotional resources available for farms selling to 
institutions, and may serve as a networking conduit 
for farms and institutions.  These campaigns often 
provide point-of-sale materials, and may be able to 
arrange showcasing of locally produced foods in area 
institutions.  Find a listing of “Buy Local” campaigns 
in Washington in the Resources section of this 
handbook.  

Approach Institutions of Similar Size 
and Scale

Farms that approach institutions that have product 
demand that is equal in size to farm production 
may have more success in establishing business 
relationships that work. Institutional food services 
do not wish to purchase from many different vendors 
for their food needs. Focusing on institutions of 
appropriate size and scale for each farming operation 
will make the best use of food services’ and farmers’ 
limited time.    

Farms that produce product volumes that are 
smaller than institutional demands may also want to 
consider working together in a group to supply larger 
institutions with larger volumes and/or a variety of 
products.  

Be Aware of Health Regulations and 
Food Safety Issues

Food sold to institutions must adhere to basic safety 
practices as outlined by the federal, state and local 
health authorities. A good way to assure Food Service 
Managers of a farm products’ safety would be to 
follow the USDA’s  “Good Agricultural Practices” 
(GAP’s) and show the Manager a documented plan 
of farming practices.  Find more information on 
GAP’s, read the Cornell guide to GAP’s, Food Safety 

Begins on the Farm: A Grower’s Guide listed in the 
Resources section of this handbook.    

At a minimum, fruit and vegetable producers will 
need to follow basic guidelines.  Producers may need 
to assure buyers that:

• Manures used to fertilize soils were aged, and did 
not come in contact with produce. 

• Soils used to produce fruits and vegetables are 
not toxic.

• Any pesticides used are approved for use.

• Pesticides (organic or synthetic) are only used 
at prescribed times for prescribed purposes 
and in accordance with the instructions on the 
manufacturer’s label.  (Delius in Tropp, 12)

Farms that produce meats, poultry, eggs, or dairy 
products for wholesale will become familiar with 
safe handling practices through obtaining regulatory 
licenses.  

Market Foods Currently Unavailable

Some farms focus their marketing efforts on supplying 
products currently unavailable in the wholesale and 
institutional market, such as highly perishable foods 
or regionally significant foods. For example, the New 
North Florida cooperative markets fresh cut collard 
greens and fresh fruits that are unattainable through 
competing food suppliers. Locally, Washington 
farm-based companies are selling whole and pre-
sliced apples to schools that are unavailable through 
traditional suppliers. 

Sell Products Cooperatively

Farmers who sell products together, through an 
association, cooperative, or through a distributor, 
may have an edge over individual farmers.  In 
Kentucky, K-12 school Food Service Managers 
indicated that they would be more inclined to 
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purchase from local producer groups than from 
several individual farmers.  Food Service Managers 
felt that by purchasing products from an association, 
they would have a greater confidence that their orders 
would be delivered on time and in full, and that 
the merchandise would meet their desired quality 
expectations (Tropp, 11).  

In addition, dealing with many vendors costs 
an institution more.  University of Wisconsin-
Whitewater’s Food Service Manager Mark Kraner 
states that, “buying from a single vendor is much 
cheaper.  Just cutting a check costs $75 when you 
figure in all the levels of bureaucracy and the UW 
audits.  Each time a truck delivers to a loading 
dock, the stop costs $150 in labor on both sides, so 
larger shipments are more cost-effective.” (quoted in 
Parker, 18)

All these factors point to the fact that working 
cooperatively can be an effective avenue for farms that 
would like to market their products to institutions. 

Establish Relationships with Buyers

Establishing relationships with buyers and end 
customers helps develop customer loyalty for locally 
produced foods and specific farms products. In 
addition, developing relationships with students and 
customers allows farmers to educate the community 
about the benefits of local foods. This also includes 
education about farm production and how to 
support local foods in other venues such as farmers 
markets. Establishing a relationship with buyers also 
allows farms to gain feedback about their products 
and learn what buyers are looking for in the future.  

Farmers can connect with end customers and food 
service buyers by providing pamphlets or flyers 
about their farm and farm products at the cafeteria, 
hosting farm visits, visiting the cafeteria to talk about 
their operation, and/or talking with the students 
and customers at the institution where their food is 
served.  

Market Products that Require Minimal 
Preparation

Food Service Managers and staff have limited time in 
the kitchen to prepare foods for meals served. Schools 
and institutions often have high labor costs, and they 
stress that food preparation is very expensive. To 
minimize labor costs, some institutions are looking 
for food items that require little, if any, additional 
preparation before use. 

However, there are institutions that are willing to 
incur additional labor costs in their operation to 
prepare and serve fresh, unprocessed foods that 
require preparation. Some K-12 schools have brought 
in parents and volunteers to set up salad bars, promote 
the project, and assist students in getting through the 
lunch line.  Food Service Managers will be able to 
inform interested farmers about their strategies for 
handling fresh products.  

To address limited labor issues, farmers should 
consider marketing products that require minimal 
preparation for food services, such as small fruits and 
vegetables that can be eaten whole and fresh, or to 
minimally process their products for the institution.  

The New North Florida Cooperative is addressing 
this need by producing fresh, cut and bagged collard 
greens, ready to cook and serve in schools. They also 
market fruits that require no processing to be served, 
such as strawberries and grapes. These products are 
well received by food services and students because of 
the quality of the foods and ease of preparation.  

Processing fresh foods into ready-to-eat products 
requires that farmers attain a food processors 
license from the Washington State Department 
of Agriculture. Find more information on food 
processors licensing in the Rules and Regulations 
section of this handbook.  
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Rules and Regulations

The following section has been adapted from the 
WSDA publication The Handbook of Regulations 
for Direct Farm Marketing (“The Green Book”), 
2001.  It is provided to inform farmers of rules for 
selling agricultural products to institutions.   The 
following information is to serve as a road map only, 
and farmers seeking to market to institutions should 
contact the appropriate agency/program for specific 
information on licensing/inspection requirements.

Fruits and Vegetables

Some fruits and vegetables are subject to inspection 
by the Washington State Department of Agriculture 
before they can be sold to institutional buyers.  These 
products are: apples, apricots, sweet cherries, pears, 
peaches, Italian prunes, asparagus, and potatoes. 
Inspection ensures products conform to federal and 
state standards for grades and packs, and ensures that 
products are free from pests.

Farmers wishing to sell fresh fruits and vegetables 
not listed above may do so without any inspection of 
their products.  However, institutions are accustomed 
to ordering specific grades and packs.  For more 
information on grading and packing your product, 
see Quality Standards on page 27.  

Fresh salad mix, dependant on production and 
preparation methods, is considered a processed food 
and must meet requirements for such. See “The 
Green Book” for more information.  

Meat

All meat (beef, pork, lamb, goat, ostrich, etc.) sold 
to institutions must be processed under federal 
inspection by the U.S. Department of Agriculture 
(USDA).  There are a limited number of USDA-
inspected facilities operating in Washington.  Many 
require a minimum head count or operate by contract 
only.  Producers wishing to obtain a list of USDA-

inspected processors in Washington may contact the 
Small Farm and Direct Marketing Program, listed in 
the Resources section of this handbook.

Poultry

All producers who wish to sell poultry (turkey, 
chicken, game hen, etc.) to an institution, school, 
or restaurant in Washington must have their birds 
processed in a WSDA-licensed facility or under 
federal (USDA) inspection.  USDA inspection is 
required for processing more than 20,000 birds a 
year.   

Eggs

Farmers wishing to sell eggs to institutions must 
obtain an egg handler/dealer license through the 
Washington State Department of Licensing before 
selling to any institutions.   Eggs are subject to 
inspection by the Washington Sate Department 
of Agriculture (WSDA) for adherence to grading 
standards, sanitary facility conditions, and labeling.

Dairy

Farms wishing to sell dairy products from sheep, 
goats, or cows must apply for a Grade A Dairy 
License and pass inspection by WSDA. Licenses are 
granted to facilities that meet regulations regarding 
construction of facilities, cleanliness, sanitation, etc.  
Additionally, a separate Grade A license is required 
for bottling and processing facilities, requiring a 
mechanical bottling apparatus for milk, among other 
things.  

Farms/dairies wishing to produce cheese products 
or butter must also have a WSDA food processors 
license.  Find more information, see “The Green 
Book”, listed in the Resources section of this 
handbook.
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USDA–AMS
Quality Standards Branches

Dairy:  
Standardization Branch 
Dairy Programs 
1400 Independence Ave. S.W., MS 0230 
Washington, D.C. 20250-0230 
Telephone: 202-720-7473 
Fax: 202-720-2643

Fresh Fruits and Vegetables:
Fresh Products Branch
Standardization Section
Fruit and Vegetable Programs
1400 Independence Ave, SW
Room 2065-S, Stop Code 0240
Washington, D.C.  20250-0240
Phone: (202) 720-2185

Meats:
Livestock and Meat 
Standardization Branch
Stop 0254, Room 2628-South
1400 Independence Ave., SW
Washington, DC 20250-0254
Phone (202) 720-4486 
FAX (202) 720-1112

Poultry, Egg and Rabbits: 
USDA-AMS-Poultry Programs
Standardization Branch
STOP 0259, Room 3944-South
1400 Independence Avenue, SW
Washington, D.C. 20250
Telephone: (202) 720-3506 

Quality standards

Quality standards have been established by the USDA 
to facilitate the orderly and efficient marketing of 
products among buyers and sellers.  Standards allow 
buyers and sellers to specify the level of quality 
required or expected for a product without having 
to see or examine products in advance.  Buyers often 
refer to U.S. standards in their specifications and 
contracts (e.g., “Product must meet U.S Grade A 
requirements”).  These product quality and packing 
standards are available at no cost from the USDA on 
their website: www.ams.usda.gov/standards, or by 
contacting USDA Agricultural Marketing Service. 
Contact the AMS branches listed in the box below 
for information regarding your products. 

Processed Foods

All processed foods, such as mixed salad greens, jams, 
sauces, dried fruit, teas, cheese, baked goods, poultry, 
and rabbits must be processed under a WSDA Food 
Processors License.  This license does not apply to 
fresh produce that is merely washed and trimmed 
prior to sale.  For complete details on regulations for 
direct marketing your products, consult “The Green 
Book” listed in the Resources section.

http://www.ams.usda.gov/standards
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Tools for Farmers

Food Safety Begins on the Farm: A Grower’s Guide
Cornell University
(607) 254-5383 

eab38@cornell.edu 
http://www.gaps.cornell.edu/. 

GROWN Locally Cooperative: A Case Study
Gary Huber and Katherine Parker
Practical Farmers of Iowa

gary@practicalfarmers.org
http://www.pfi.iastate.edu/PFIhomenew.htm 

This is an in-depth look at the GROWN Locally cooperative from a farmer perspective, covering 
history of the cooperative, as well as ordering, distribution and delivery strategies, and marketing 
techniques.  

Innovative Marketing Opportunities for Small Farmers: Local Schools as 
Customers  

Dan Schofer 
USDA Agricultural Marketing Service
202-690-1170

Dan.Schofer@usda.gov
http://www.ams.usda.gov/tmd/MSB/msb_publications.htm

Selling to Institutions: An Iowa Farmer’s Guide
Robert Ludeman and Neil D. Hamilton. 2003. 
Drake University Agricultural Law Center: Iowa
515-271-2065

Neil.Hamilton@drake.edu 

The Packer’s produce availability and merchandising guide. 

The Packer ($35)  
1-800-255-5113, ext. 781 

subscription@thepacker.com  
This guide provides industry standards for packing vegetables and fruits for wholesale market. 

mailto:eab38@cornell.edu
http://www.gaps.cornell.edu/
mailto:gary@practicalfarmers.org
http://www.pfi.iastate.edu/PFIhomenew.htm
mailto:Dan.Schofer@usda.gov
http://www.ams.usda.gov/tmd/MSB/msb_publications.htm
mailto:Neil.Hamilton@drake.edu
mailto:subscription@thepacker.com
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IV. Farm-to-
Cafeteria from 
a Food Service 

Perspective
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Why Incorporate Farm-to-Cafeteria 
Programs into Food Services? 

Food services across the nation incorporate Farm-to-Cafeteria 
programs into their operations as a way to meet the demand 
for high quality foods, provide increased access to fresh foods 

away from home, and improve public health, including the prevention 
or control of obesity and obesity-related diseases. Farm-to-Cafeteria 
programs are also beneficial because they can increase food service 
participation and sales, increase positive public relations, and support 
the local community.  

Showcasing locally produced foods enables food services to serve high 
quality foods at their peak in flavor. Many foods purchased through 
traditional wholesale vendors come from distant states and countries, 
and may have been stored for as long as seven to fourteen days before 
arriving at food service loading docks. Farms that produce foods for 
local markets often grow and harvest varieties based on flavor, and 
harvest when the produce is fully ripe. Locally grown products are 
the freshest products possible, often harvested only 24 hours before 
delivery.   

Serving foods at their peak of ripeness can generate increased interest 
and participation in food service operations, and increase customer 
satisfaction with food services. Food services that showcase a variety 
of local, fresh foods throughout the season are able to utilize it as a 
marketing tool for their operation throughout the year.   

Food Services that incorporate Farm-to-Cafeteria programs often receive 
increased community recognition for their positive contributions to 
community health and economy.  They receive community support 
and recognition for their role in supporting local and limited resource 
farms.   
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encouraging customers to take only what they can 
eat.  Some K-12 schools are working to eliminate 
dessert offerings at elementary schools and use those 
funds to purchase additional fruits and vegetables 
from local sources.  

In short, Food Services can source from local farmers 
to meet a variety of price points and stay within their 
operating budget, while supporting local farms and 
communities. 

When purchasing foods, Food Service Managers 
need to be sure that they are 
receiving a safe product.  To sell 
products to an institution, farms 
must first have the appropriate 
licensing for the particular 
product.  This licensing requires 
that foods are grown, processed, 
or packed to meet food safety 
requirements.  Food services 
concerned about food safety 
should become familiar with the 
rules and regulations governing 
farms to ensure food safety.  

Safety of locally produced foods

Food safety is practiced on small-scale farms as well 
as large-scale farms. Farmers take food safety very 
seriously.  Their business and reputation depend on 
it, especially when farms are selling direct to their 
customers. Farmers with appropriate licensing follow 
state and federal guidelines to handle and process 
food products in a safe environment. Food Service 
Managers can ensure food safety of products by 
verifying that farmers possess appropriate licensing 
for products sold. In addition, Food Services that 
purchase directly from farmers are able to ask them 
about their growing and harvesting practices, ensuring 
that the food has been handled in a safe manner.  

It is a common misperception that smaller-scale 
farms are not knowledgeable of safe food handling 
practices, however, this is not the case.  There is no 
documented difference in the rates of food borne 
illness from small-scale or large-scale farms. Farmers 

Cost of Serving Locally Produced Foods

Locally produced foods are being utilized at many 
different institutions to meet a variety of price 
ranges, and the cost of purchasing locally produced 
foods is often comparable to conventional sources.  
Chefs and Food Service Directors can find local 
producers that produce specialty high-end items, or 
more traditional products at appropriate costs.  

K-12 schools are able to purchase locally produced 
foods and incorporate them into meals that cost less 
than traditional meals, and that fit under the USDA 
meal reimbursement rates.  In the 
1998-99 school year, a “Farmers 
Market Salad Bar” meal served at 
the Santa Monica-Malibu Unified 
School Districts cost $.77, in 
comparison to the $.88 for the 
hot meal options (Mascarenhas 
and Gottlieb, 15).  

In studies looking at foods 
purchased by hospitals, colleges, 
nursing homes and restaurants, 
Iowa researchers found that local 
foods purchased directly from 
producers were comparable in 
price to wholesale vendors, and that purchasing from 
local farmers did not result in significant increases in 
institutional food budgets (Practical Farmers of Iowa, 
15).  In Wisconsin, food services purchasing local and 
sustainably produced foods found that some locally 
produced items cost less than comparable items from 
conventional vendors (CIAS, Internet).

Many food services are able to purchase foods from 
local producers that cost more and still stay within 
their operating budget by instituting cost-saving 
measures in other parts of their operation. For 
example, some institutions are reducing their solid 
waste costs by composting all fruit and vegetable 
wastes.  Often local farms that supply food services 
with fresh produce will be interested in receiving 
fruit and vegetable wastes for composting. Food 
services are also reducing customer food waste 
by providing appropriate portion sizes and/or 

Rainbow chard, a leafy green grown 
in many areas of Washington, 
including the Olympic Peninsula.
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who sell locally handle and often process their own 
products.  They know where the product has been 
from the field to the food service loading dock and 
understand their responsibility for the product’s 
safety. 

In order to ensure that foods are as safe as possible, 
food services must understand all of the legal 

requirements for purchasing from farms or farm 
organizations.  On the next page is a breakout 
of these requirements for each product.  For a 
more detailed explanation of these requirements, 
consult the Handbook of Regulations for Direct Farm 
Marketing (The Greenbook) listed in the Resource 
section of this handbook.  

How to Find Locally Produced Foods
• Connect with local Food Advocate Organizations. Organizations such as Chef’s 

Collaborative, Farms Oceans Ranches Kitchens Stewards (FORKS), and   Slow Food Seattle are 
great places to learn about what other culinary and food service professionals are doing with locally 
produced foods. Members of these organizations know which farms are selling to restaurants and 
institutions currently. They are familiar with local products and know how to utilize them in food 
service menus. Find contact information for these organizations in the Resources section of this 
handbook.   

• Connect with institutions that purchase locally produced foods. Food Service Managers 
that are currently purchasing from local farmers are good resources for others interested in 
making connections. These individuals may be able to help make connections with farmers and/
or distributors that supply high quality locally produced foods, and may also be able to provide 
ideas for ways to best incorporate the foods into existing food service operations. Find contact 
information for institutional food services currently purchasing locally produced foods in the 
Case Study section of this handbook.    

• Visit local Farmers Markets and talk with the market manager. Market managers may be able 
to assist food service professionals in finding farms that can supply desired quantity and quality 
of desired products. For a list of farmers markets in Washington State, contact the Washington 
Farmers Market Association, listed in the Resources section of this handbook.  

• Connect with a “Buy Local” campaign. Organizations that promote locally produced 
foods are knowledgeable about local farms in the area and may be able to connect food service 
managers with interested producers.  These campaigns are run by local and state government 
organizations.  Find a listing of Washington  “Buy Local” campaigns in the Resources section of 
this handbook.  

• Connect with local agricultural organizations and express interest in developing 
relationships with local farmers. WSDA maintains a list of agricultural organizations in 
Washington, which can be accessed through the department’s webpage at http://www.agr.wa.gov/
Links/default.htm.  While this list is not exhaustive, it may provide a starting point for organizations 
in local areas. 

• Make connections with local community food cooperatives. Local food cooperatives 
often have established relationships with local producers and may be able to connect food service 
professionals with their farmer suppliers. 

• Connect with local distributors and ask them to source foods from local farms. The more 
demand that local wholesale distributors have for local foods, the greater effort they will make 
in sourcing this product.  In addition, food services can ask local distributors to provide sourcing 
information about the grower/producer of local foods at the time of purchase/delivery.  

http://www.agr.wa.gov/Links/default.htm
http://www.agr.wa.gov/Links/default.htm
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Legal Requirements for Purchasing Food from Farms

Fresh Fruits and Vegetables:
Licensing: Farms that sell fresh, whole fruits and vegetables directly can do so without the 
need of licensing or permit. These farms are approved sources for fruits and vegetables that 
they produce on their own farm.  

Reselling Products: If a farm or vendor is selling product from another farm, they must 
have one of three types of broker licenses: a cash buyer license; a commission merchant 
license; or a producer dealer license.  Farmer cooperatives incorporated under RCW 23.86 
are exempt from this licensing requirement.  

Inspection: Inspection by Washington State Department of Agriculture (WSDA) is required 
for certain fruits and vegetables in Washington State.  These products are: pears, peaches, 
apricots, apples, Italian prunes, sweet cherries, potatoes, and asparagus.  Inspection ensures 
products are free from pests, and conform to standards for grades and packs.  

Pesticides: Many farmers who apply pesticides must be licensed by WSDA as pesticide 
applicators. To obtain this license, applicators must follow guidelines that ensure the safe 
use of pesticides.     

Prepared Fresh Foods: Fresh produce that has been cut or prepared in any manner 
before purchase by food services must be processed in a WSDA licensed food-processing 
facility.  Examples of these products include: sliced apples, chopped broccoli, salad mix, 
dried fruit, etc.  Products that have been merely washed and trimmed do not need to be 
prepared in a licensed facility.    

Poultry and Rabbits: 
Institutional food services may purchase locally produced poultry (chicken, turkey, and other 
foul) that has been processed in a WSDA-licensed processing facility or a USDA processing 
facility.  Both state licensed and federally inspected processing facilities are considered 
approved sources of poultry for use in institutions.  

Poultry that has been processed in one of these facilities must either bear a USDA inspection 
seal or state that it has been processed in a WSDA-licensed food processing facility. 

Rabbit meat must be processed in a state-licensed facility.  Rabbit is not covered under 
federal inspection.

Meats: 
Institutional food services must purchase meat (beef, lamb, pork, goat, buffalo, etc.) that 
has been processed in a USDA-inspected processing facility.  These facilities have been 
approved for safe and clean processing of meat as well as pre-and post-mortem inspection 
of the animals by the United States Department of Agriculture.  Farmers marketing meats 
to institutions must have their meats processed under inspection, and meat packages must 
bear a USDA inspection seal.
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Legal Requirements for Purchasing Food from Farms
(continued)

Processed Foods:
In order to sell processed foods to institutional food buyers, producers must have a food 
processors license from WSDA.  Processed foods include: jam/jelly, sauces, dried fruits and 
vegetables, chopped/sliced products, or any prepared food such as pies or baked goods.  
Farmer/processors must comply with food safety requirements in both handling and 
facilities in order to be licensed. 

Dairy Products:
Institutions wishing to purchase fluid milk must purchase from a farm or dairy that is 
licensed as a Grade A dairy by WSDA.  This license requires the farmer to meet sanitation 
requirement for both facilities and handling.

Farmers who sell cheese, butter, and other dairy products must be licensed as a Food 
Processor by WSDA.

Eggs:
Farmers selling eggs to institutions are required to be licensed as Egg Handlers/Dealers by 
WSDA.  This license requires farmers to properly wash and grade eggs as well as practice safe 
handling and storage techniques.

Organic Foods:
Any food product that is marketed as “organic” must be certified by a USDA accredited 
certifier.  

Foods that are certified organic are produced without synthetic fertilizers, pesticides, 
growth promotion hormones, or antibiotics. Organic food production standards have been 
developed to maximize the safe production and handling of food, and do not create a higher 
risk of microbial contamination than foods grown conventionally. For example, applications 
of raw manure (potential carrier for E. coli bacteria) are strictly regulated to avoid potential 
contamination of food crops. Each certified organic farmer and food processor is inspected 
annually to ensure their production meets organic standards. 
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The following are potential ways to incorporate 
locally produced foods into different institutional 
settings.  

K-12 schools

1. Salad Bar

Incorporate a local foods salad bar as an alternative 
or in combination with hot lunch option. Find 
examples of salad bar models in the Models section 
of this handbook.  

2. Teacher Nutrition Education

Serve local foods in the cafeteria that are featured in 
nutrition education curriculum in the classroom or 
school garden.  

3. Main Dish Item

Incorporate local foods in the main hot lunch item 
on the menu.  Find more information on local foods 
incorporated into main meals in the Models section 
of this handbook.  

4. Side Fruit/Vegetable

Serve locally produced fruits or vegetables as a side 
dish for lunch. Locally produced fruits, such as 
apples, pears, berries or melons, can be served with 
cereal as a breakfast option.  

5. Special Events

Host a “Harvest Festival” in the cafeteria, showcasing 
many different locally produced foods at one event, 
or showcase one locally grown product each month 
to introduce different foods to students and educate 
them about what foods are produced locally.   Find 
more information on hosting special events in 
the school cafeteria in the Models section of this 
handbook.  

Colleges/ Hospitals/ 
Workplace Cafeterias 

1. Salad Bar

Incorporate a local foods salad bar as an alternative 
or in combination with hot lunch option. Find 
examples of salad bar models in the Models section 
of this handbook.  

2. Special Events

Promote fresh and seasonal foods to employees and 
students at “Locally Grown” lunches or dinners, 
featuring locally produced foods.  These meals can 
be used to introduce chefs, food service employees 
and farms to each other, and provide an educational 
event for customers.  Local community organizations 
can be brought into these programs to coordinate 
purchases from local farms if desired.  Find more 
information on Special Events in the Models section 
of this handbook.  

3. Catering Events

Showcase local foods at catering events or offer 
an “all-local” meal as a catering option for visiting 
conferences/groups.  Find more information about 
catering events with locally produced foods in the 
Models section, or read about “all-Iowa meals” in the 
Case Study section of this handbook.  

4. Locally Produced Foods in Main 
Cafeteria Options

Offer main dishes prepared with locally grown foods, 
or fresh fruits and vegetables from local producers. 
Institutions can offer healthy “seasonal smoothies” 
made to order utilizing fresh and frozen fruits.  Find 
more information about local foods incorporated 
in main cafeteria options in the Models section, 

Strategies to Incorporate 
Farm-to-Cafeteria Programs
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2. Feature Traditional Foods

Feature culturally appropriate foods enjoyed by 
seniors that are not frequently offered from main 
distributors.  Examples include vegetables such as 
parsnips, rutabagas, cabbage, winter squash, steamed 
greens, etc. Many local farmers produce traditional 
and ethnic foods that are appropriate for a senior 
population.  Find recipes and ideas for preparing 
locally produced foods for a senior population from 
the Pike Place Market Senior Market Basket CSA 
program, listed in the Resources section of this 
handbook.  

or read about the University of Wisconsin, The 
Evergreen State College, and The University of 
Washington programs in the Case Study section of 
this handbook.  

Nursing homes

1. Soup and Salad

Serve a soup and salad combination featuring locally 
produced foods.  This can be a simple meal option 
that customers can choose as a complete meal, and 
that can be easily added into existing food service 
operations. 

Strategies for Success 

Experienced Food Service Directors Paul Flock 
(Olympia School District) and Jennifer Hall (Bon 
Appetite) suggest the following keys to success to 
make Farm-to-Cafeteria programs work successfully 
for food services.  

Keys to success:  

• Start small and build on successes. 

• Gauge success by what students and customers 
are consuming, and build off that.  Don’t focus 
solely on controlling additional costs or increasing 
participation. 

• Take time to educate food service staff about 
locally produced foods, and involve them in the 
changes in food services.  

• Arrange progress meetings as needed with 
interested stakeholders, community organizations, 
parents, food service staff, and customers. 

• Contact a local agricultural organization or WSDA 
to establish links with local farmers. 

• Involve students/customers in all phases of the 
process.

• Be patient with changes, and celebrate success!
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Some products are available year round, such as mushrooms, sprouts, beef, chicken, eggs, milk and dairy 
products, and some seafood.  These products can be showcased at any time of the year if desired. In general, 
fresh fruits and vegetables are available in spring, summer and fall, by availability may differ regionally within 
the state due to varied climates.  

This guide will provide food services with an idea of what may be available in each season. To find out specific 
information about regional products and seasons, check with local agricultural organizations or wholesale 
vendors.  

What About the Winter? 

There are a variety of different locally produced fruits and vegetables that can be used in the winter.   Food 
services can showcase locally produced fruits and vegetables that store well, such as apples, pears, potatoes, 
and other products that are produced year round, such sprouts and mushrooms. Also, processed foods, such 
as frozen berries and fruits can be utilized. In areas that have mild winter temperatures, products such as salad 
greens, leafy green vegetables and root crops (i.e. beets, carrots, parsnips etc) are available late into the season, 
or year round. 

Seafood, meat, eggs and dairy products can also be showcased in the winter, as they are available year round 
from some sources. 

In-Season Sheet
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Fall 
(September-November)

Vegetables 
Beets

Broccoli

Brussels Sprouts

Cabbage

Carrots1

Caulifl ower

Celeriac

Corn, Sweet2 

Garlic1 

Hearty Greens: 
Bok Choy, Chard, 
Collard Greens, 
Kale, Mustard 
Greens

Salad Greens: 
Mixed Leaf 
Lettuce, Mizuna, 
Tat Soi, Arugula

Turnips

Kohlrabi

Leeks

Lettuce

Mushrooms

Onions 

Parsnips

Peppers, Sweet and 
Hot2  

Potatoes1

Nuts
Hazelnuts

Fruits
Apples1

Apple Cider1

Asian Pears

Blackberries 

Blueberries

Cranberries

Currants 

Gooseberries

Pumpkins

Radishes

Rutabaga

Shallots1

Spinach 

Summer Squash2  

Tomatoes2 

Turnips

Winter Squash1 

Grapes

Pears1

Raspberries

Walnuts 

Seafood 
Oysters

Clams

Geoduck

Mussels

Fresh Coho Salmon

Fresh Keta Salmon

Winter 
(December-March)

Vegetables 
Carrots

Garlic

Hearty Greens*: 
Bok Choy, Chard, 
Collard Greens, 
Kale, Mustard 
Greens 

Mushrooms 

Onions

Potatoes 

Salad Greens*: 
Mixed Leaf 
Lettuce, Mizuna, 
Tat Soi, Arugula 

Winter Squash

Fruits
Apples

Pears

Hothouse Rhubarb

Frozen Berries

Frozen, Canned or 
Dried Fruits 

Seafood 
Oysters

Scallops

Clams 

Geoduck

Mussels

* available in temperate regions only, in the beginning of the season

Summer 
(June-August) 

Vegetables 
Beets

Broccoli

Cabbage

Carrots

Caulifl ower

Celery 

Chard 

Collard greens

Cucumbers

Corn, Sweet

Eggplant

Green beans

Hearty Greens: 
Bok Choy, Chard, 
Collard Greens, 
Kale, Mustard 
Greens  

Lettuce, Head and 
Leaf

Onions, Sweet 

Peas (June-July)

Peppers, Sweet 
and Hot 

Potatoes, New

Salad Greens: 
Mixed Leaf 
Lettuce, Mizuna, 
Tat Soi, Arugula

Spinach

Squash, summer

Tomatoes 

Fruits
Apples

Apricots

Blackberries

Blueberries

Cherries

Currants

Gooseberries

Melon

Nectarines

Peaches

Plums 

Raspberries

Strawberries

Seafood
Fresh Sockeye 
Salmon 

Fresh Pink Salmon

Fresh Chinook 
Salmon

Prawns

Spring 
(April-June)

Vegetables 
Asparagus

Broccoli

Caulifl ower

Leaf lettuce 

Peas (June) 

Radishes 

Salad Greens: 
Mixed Lettuce 
Leaf, Mizuna, Tat 
Soi, Arugula

Mushrooms

Spinach

Fruits 
Apples

Winter pears

Rhubarb Strawberries 
(beginning mid-
June) 

Seafood
Scallops

Oysters 

Clams

Shrimp

1 Peak harvest season for this product.  However, this product is 
stored and available in other seasons from local sources.

2 Until fi rst local frost. 


