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October 16, 2013 

 
 
Shanta Swezy 
Chief, Retailer Management and Issuance Branch 
Retailer Policy and Management Division 
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program 
Food and Nutrition Service 
U.S. Department of Agriculture 
3101 Park Center Drive, Room 426 
Alexandria, VA 22302 
 
 
Dear Ms. Swezy, 
 
Fair Food Network (FFN) thanks the USDA Food and Nutrition Service (FNS) for the opportunity to comment on 
retailer requirements for participation in the SNAP program. FFN recognizes that the program is critically important in 
protecting millions of American families from going hungry and is also charged with helping them obtain a nutritious 
diet. Changes in the food retail structure have left many without full service grocery stores in their communities and 
SNAP benefits are less useful if there is no place to buy nutritious food. Farmers’ markets and other farm-direct retail 
can fill this void, but SNAP retailer application requirements and fees for processing SNAP transactions prevent 
many from becoming authorized to serve SNAP families.  
 
FFN recommends that FNS recognize that farmers’ markets are a key part of the healthy food retail landscape and 
that they are organized in fundamentally different ways than traditional stores. Removing the structural barriers of the 
inappropriate retailer application and additional processing fees would meet FNS’s goals immediately, serve the 
shopping preferences of SNAP consumers, improve the public perception of the program, and would not jeopardize 
program integrity. 
 
The number of farmers’ markets has grown exponentially in the past few years, with many providing affordable, 
nutritious food in urban and rural “food deserts.”. Farmers’ markets and farmstands can be established more quickly 
and at lower cost than building new food stores in these neighborhoods, and the food sold at farmers’ markets is 
overwhelmingly nutritious.  
 
Since low-income Americans suffer disproportionately from diet-related health conditions, it is clearly in the public 
interest to facilitate the use of public nutrition benefits at farmers’ markets. Studies show that shopping at farmers’ 
markets increases fruit and vegetable purchases and consumption, and living near a farmers’ market and consuming 
more fresh fruits is associated with lower Body Mass Index (BMI).  
 
FFN’s experience with the Double Up Food Bucks program in 97 farmers’ markets in Michigan demonstrates that 
SNAP shoppers are eager to use their benefits at farmers’ markets. More than 13,000 new SNAP customers in the 
state used their benefits at farmers’ markets in 2012, and there were almost 90,000 SNAP transactions in 
participating markets in a five (5) month period (June through October). And they like the experience: “the farmers’ 
market” was the most popular response (68.4 percent) to the question of where Double Up Food Bucks (DUFB 
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SNAP incentive program) customers bought fruits and vegetables during the summer. In response to a survey of 
SNAP customers at participating farmers’ markets almost 40% say it is difficult to buy quality fruits and vegetables in 
their neighborhood aside from at the farmers’ market. Ninety-three percent of SNAP shoppers say the selection, 
price, and quality of the fruits and vegetables at the farmers’ markets is better than where they usually shop, and 72 
percent said the price was lower than at neighborhood shops.  These data are not unique to Michigan. In a 2012 
survey of SNAP customers in the Janesville, Wisconsin farmers’ market, 98 percent said that they would eat more 
fruits and vegetables as a result of their ability to use SNAP in the market.  
 
The number of Michigan farmers’ markets accepting SNAP grew from three (3) in 2006 to 103 in 2012, and annual 
SNAP sales in markets have grown from $10,000 to $1.5 million. The Michigan Farmers Market Association (MIFMA) 
receives 5-10 calls and 3-5 emails a week year round from markets asking for help with the SNAP retailer 
authorization process and double those numbers of requests during April through June.  Clearly there is desire in the 
farmers’ market community to serve SNAP participants. 
 
Farmers’ markets are organized legally in various ways. Sometimes they are associations of farmers with a board of 
directors. Often markets are sponsored by a non-profit organization, a Main Street group, or a branch of local 
government.  
 
The types of challenges markets face with the current retailer application include:   

• There is no option for a non-profit organization among the Type of Ownership options. 

• Many farmers’ market sponsoring organizations may not permit employees to provide Social Security 
numbers for the retailer application. It is often not possible to obtain the Social Security numbers for all 
members of the Board of Directors and their spouses in a timely manner. 

• Farmers’ markets are not required to have business licenses, so they often cannot comply with this 
USDA requirement. 

• Organizations that are well suited to carryout the administrative and financial management tasks of 
accepting SNAP benefits on behalf of a farmers’ market are not permitted to do so, even with 
permission in writing from the decision making body of the farmers’ market. 

• Market associations with several locations are required to have multiple authorizations – except in 
some parts of the country where this is not enforced. 

• Markets do not require farmers to report their earnings and so cannot provide required sales data 

 
This example from Baltimore is typical: Baltimore City has 19 farmers’ markets, many of which are located in or near 
high-need areas. In 2012, the Baltimore Food Policy Initiative (BFPI) worked with the Baltimore Office of Promotion 
and The Arts (BOPA) to launch SNAP benefit acceptance at the Baltimore Farmers’ Market and Bazaar, the city and 
state’s largest farmers’ market. Because of a company policy prohibiting employees from using their Social Security 
number, BOPA could not complete the application for SNAP authorization. BFPI worked with the city’s Finance 
Department, and a staff member from the Finance Department registered the farmers’ market using his Social 
Security number. However, most organizations do not have this option and as a result, only 7 of the city’s 19 farmers’ 
markets are able to accept SNAP benefits. 
 
Most farmers’ markets are required to pay a transaction fee for SNAP sales because their states do not require EBT 
processing companies to provide service to food retailers that use wireless systems. The Michigan Farmers Market 
Association (MIFMA) surveyed third-party processors and found that, on average a farmers’ market will pay $600-
$1,200 to purchase wireless point of sale device equipment and pay at minimum $50/per month to operate the 
equipment.  While we understand that FNS may not require states to have contracts that include providing the same 
service to retailers using wireless service as to those using traditional machines, USDA could take the lead in 
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explaining the distinction to states and encourage state SNAP agencies to include the requirement in future 
processing contracts. 
 
Common sense would dictate that farmers’ markets would be a key part of the food retail options that USDA FNS 
would encourage for SNAP participants. Farmers’ markets have no problem meeting the program’s food 
requirements. They do not sell products proscribed by the program. There is no history of waste, fraud or abuse 
associated with SNAP use at farmers’ markets. Making it easier to use benefits at farmers’ markets would be an easy 
and logical first step to make “positive progress in the available healthy choices for program participants at authorized 
SNAP retail”.  
 
Sincerely, 
 

 
 
Oran Hesterman 
President & CEO 
Fair Food Network 
 


