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Good afternoon.  My name is Jo Ann Slack and I’m the Farm to School Coordinator for the Southwest Region of the USDA’s Food and Nutrition Service.  The FNS Southwest Region provides oversight of the National School Lunch Program, School Breakfast Program, Child and Adult Care Food Programs, Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants and Children, known as WIC, the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program or SNAP, formally known as Food Stamps, and all of the Federal food distribution programs in five states – AR, LA, NM, OK, and TX.  My area of expertise is with the school meal programs and related activities.
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USDA recognizes the growing interest among school districts and communities to incorporate regionally and locally produced farm foods into the school nutrition programs. 
In September 2009, Deputy Secretary Kathleen Merrigan announced a new initiative called “Know Your Farmer, Know Your Food”.  Part of the mission of this initiative is to better connect children to their food and create opportunities for local farmers to market their harvests to schools in their communities.  
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What is the Farm to School Initiative and its basic goals?  The Farm to School Initiative is an effort to link schools with regional or local farms that want to provide healthy locally produced foods to serve in school meals. To develop our goals, we first researched how the Farm to School concept is viewed today.  From those findings, we identified three basic goals of USDA’s Farm to School Initiative:
· To meet the diverse needs of school nutrition programs in an efficient manner;
· To support regional and local farmers and thereby strengthen local food systems; and 
· To provide support for health and nutrition education.
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Who is on USDA’s Farm to School Team?  The Team is lead by representatives of my agency, the Food and Nutrition Service, which administer the school meals programs at the Federal level.  The Team consists of USDA school meal programs and farming experts and nutrition specialists who are working with state and local authorities, school districts, farmers, and community partners to develop mechanisms for:
· Assisting schools in accessing local markets; 
· Enabling food producers to effectively supply their local schools; and 
· Facilitating communication between interested stakeholders. 



Slide 5
USDA is committed to this endeavor for the long haul.  Our Team’s mission is to: 
· Develop  resources  on how to begin and maintain Farm to School activities and to get those resources to  schools, farmers, and local community members; 
· Provide technical assistance to help schools and farmers in the development, progression, and/or sustainability of Farm to School activities; and 
· Identify obstacles faced by schools and farmers in implementing and/or sustaining Farm to School activities and overcoming those obstacles. 
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In an effort to determine the current needs and resources to support Farm to School nationwide, we made visits to fifteen schools in nine areas representing the diverse demographics of America’s schools during Fiscal Year 2010.  
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Our selections were made from the over 300 requests submitted by school districts already conducting Farm to School activities.  The areas they represent are shown on this slide. Site selections were made in each of the seven FNS regions.  During our site visits, the Team learned about the school district's Farm to School efforts including, but not limited to, how the activities first began; the relationship between farmer and the school district; what obstacles exist or were faced along the way; and the effects the activities have had on schools and the their communities.
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Schools face challenges in operating their food service program.  Over 90% of the school districts nationwide do not receive any local county funding to pay for operational costs of the food service program.  So where does the money come from to run the school food service program.  The Federal government is the primary source of funding for school.  This money is based on the number of meals they serve to children who are determined to be eligible for Free or Reduced Price meals.  The other main source of funding is money the food service operation can generate from the sales of A la Carte items.  
Another challenge is the rules a school food service program must comply with when buying anything.  As part of the school districts’ agreement to participate in the National School Lunch Program, they must comply with Federal, state, or local procurement rules, whichever is most restrictive.  Food service programs must ensure everything purchased is based on Free and Open Competition.  This means all food, equipment, and other materials must be bought based on the lowest price and best quality of product.  As school food service program cannot simply walk down the street to a vendor and buy from them without getting prices from other vendors and ensuring they are getting the best price and best quality of product.  
Not so much as a challenge but something to help school food service programs in buying local is a school can award contracts to vendors which meet all of the other qualifications but also can supply product within the local area.  This is called geographic preference.  This allows schools to buy local produce that has had value added processing done to it as long as the produce is still in its inherent nature.  This means a school can buy bagged lettuce, baby carrots, celery sticks, etc. from a local producer and give them a marginal advantage.  USDA has developed more guidance on this for schools so they can better understand when geographic preference can be applied and how to apply it.
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Other challenges are the volume of food that schools need.  In SY 2010 3,107,832 lunches were served each school day in TX.  This means on an average each county in TX served over 12,236 meals a day: So most of your school districts need to have sources that can provide fairly large volumes of food for the entire school district.  This doesn’t mean they have to buy this much and we will talk about this in a little bit.
Logistics of receiving and storing of fresh produce can be a problem; and locating the source(s) to purchase from can be challenging.
As you can see from the list shown here there are ways farmers can work with each other and school food service programs to get their local produce into the School Lunch Program.
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How can you connect with schools and what can be done to help sell your products to schools?
Familiarize yourself with the potential customer.
Call the TX Department of Agriculture, Food and Nutrition 
Section for assistance in understanding the needs of schools.
Call districts in surrounding counties and let them know you are interested in doing business with them.
Work with your local Extension Office, or contact the National Farm to School Network for guidance.
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When selling to schools – look at slide.
Before I move on, are there any farmers here that use computers for anything?  I hope we don’t see this happen to any of you?
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In closing, I’d like to again assure you that USDA is committed to “Know Your Farmer, Know Your Food” Farm to School initiative and to supporting the goals of this initiative through our Farm to School Team in Texas and around the Nation.  
