


Summary

The Department of Agriculture (USDA) has been asked in the explanatory statement
accompanying the Omnibus Appropriations Act, 2009, to provide Congress with an assessment
of the feasibility of implementing Electronic Benefit Transfer (EBT) systems at all farmers’
markets nationwide. Because all Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) benefits
are issued electronically via EBT, increasing the availability of EBT equipment would improve a
market’s ability to serve SNAP participants. The Food and Nutrition Service (FNS) has a
fundamental interest in ensuring that SNAP households have access to the fresh, nutritious foods
available at farmers’ markets. Moreover, it is a USDA priority to implement SNAP at farmers’
markets.

FNS finds that implementing EBT at farmers’ markets is technically feasible, especially with the
improvements in wireless equipment. However, as long as funding and staffing issues exist,
many farmers’ markets will continue to experience the barriers that have thus far kept SNAP
EBT from being implemented more widely. Current FNS rules do not require SNAP State
agencies to pay for EBT equipment and transaction fees, either when the infrastructure to support
those terminals is not present (no electricity or land line), or if the amount of EBT business
conducted is so little to not justify the equipment. Furthermore, farmers’ markets often operate
with limited resources and too few trained staff to make the offer of SNAP EBT profitable and
sustainable. FNS concludes that the most efficient way to equip farmers’ markets with SNAP
EBT is to provide one wireless EBT terminal per market. Funding that would support the cost of
equipment, staffing, and other miscellaneous costs would help secure the success of SNAP EBT.

USDA is currently conducting research to determine the best methods and circumstances for
implementing SNAP EBT and attracting SNAP households to the markets. The USDA
Economic Research Service (ERS), Agricultural Marketing Service (AMS) and FNS are all
engaged in research that will better inform the Department about best practices and factors that
increase the likelihood of the successful markets.

What is a Farmers’ Market?

The Federal programs cited in this paper that work with or support farmers’ markets have
differing definitions. In SNAP, FNS defines a farmers’ market, “as a single or multi-stall market
that sells agricultural products to the general public at a central or fixed location, particularly
fresh fruit and vegetables.” This designation applies to any organization that is affiliated with
and operates within a farmers’ market location. The USDA AMS defines a farmers’ market in
the grant proposals for the Farmers” Market Promotion Program (FMPP) as, a direct marketing
operation including two or more farmers/farm vendors who produce and sell their own products
through a common distribution channel directly to consumers, and where the sales of these farm
products represent the core business of the entity.” In the FNS regulations for the Supplemental
Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children, or WIC, a farmers’ market is “an
association of local farmers who assemble at a defined location for the purpose of selling their
produce directly to consumers.”



For the purpose of this paper, we are using the AMS definition to provide general estimates of
alternatives that could be considered when determining the best approach for implementing EBT
at farmers’ markets nationwide. While the SNAP definition of store types is effective for
monitoring purposes, FNS recognizes that the current SNAP definition for farmers’ markets is
not ideal to determine the extent to which SNAP EBT is available in markets nationally. This is
because, as explained, a SNAP farmers market may be only one farmer and not a true market.
Another complication in determining the scope of the challenge is that numerous farmers
markets may exist under one SNAP authorization, referred to as an “umbrella market.” An
umbrella market exists when several markets are administered or managed by one entity. For
instance, a non-profit organization manages five farmers market in a city under one SNAP
authorization number. The current SNAP tracking system will only count one market instead of
all five markets.

To address this issue, FNS is taking several actions to obtain better data about SNAP authorized
farmers’ markets. First, FNS and AMS have signed a Memorandum of Understanding and have
begun to share market information that allows us to identify individual markets. Second, FNS is
reviewing current SNAP authorizations to determine how many markets are authorized under an
umbrella market. Finally, FNS is implementing revised definitions for farmers’ markets and for
individual farmers who market directly to the consumer, and will be coding them differently in
order to better track both groups. Taken together, these actions will provide us with more
realistic information to determine how best to meet our goal to implement EBT in farmers
markets.

Background

EBT implementation has resulted in numerous positive outcomes for SNAP. Program
administration and integrity have improved significantly, and the technology has improved
customer service for both retailers and participants. However, with the implementation of EBT,
farmers’ markets experienced a decline in SNAP redemptions. Unlike most authorized SNAP
retailers, farmers’ markets do not operate in an environment that easily supports EBT. EBT
typically requires electricity and a land line phone, and markets are often located in areas without
these connections.

Even before the implementation of EBT was completed in 2004, the percentage of farmers’
market redemptions and number of authorized markets in SNAP was low in comparison to other
store types, as well as in comparison to the number of markets nationwide. In fiscal year (FY)
2009, 936 farmers’ markets redeemed $4,331,888 of the approximately $50 billion total SNAP
redemptions (0.01 percent) for the Program. Historically, the percent of farmers’ market
redemptions is very small.

The following charts show these trends and comparisons. EBT was pilot tested in the 1980s and
began to be implemented by more States in the 1990s. In 1996, legislation required all States to
implement EBT and this was accomplished in 2004. While total SNAP redemptions reached a
historic high in FY 2009, farmers’ markets, after a steady decline, are just beginning to show an
increase in redemptions. It is important to note that the definition of retail stores prior to



FY 2002 was different than the current definition of retail stores, resulting in the possibility that
retailers other than farmers’ markets were included in the total of the farmers” market category
prior to F'Y 2002. As FNS has continually looked to improve its definitions with an eye toward
improving data collection and analysis, comparisons of data over time may be suspect.

Table 1: Total SNAP Redemptions
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Table 2: SNAP Redemption in Farmers’ Markets (FM)
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This chart reflects the decline in authorized farmers’ markets, possibly in response to EBT, but
also the significant turnaround in the past few years.



Conclusion

Farmers’ markets play an important role in making fresh healthy produce available to
community members of all incomes. Without financial assistance, the majority of farmers’
markets will not be able to provide access to SNAP customers. The USDA supports providing
additional funding for SNAP EBT in farmers’ markets. The President’s budget includes $4
million to equip farmers markets with EBT. In addition, as research that informs us of what
factors contribute to the success of farmers’ market becomes available within the next few years,
USDA grant opportunities can be modified to incorporate and support those findings.

For more information about SNAP EBT in farmers’ markets can be found at:
http://www.fns.usda.gov/snap/ebt/fm.htm.
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