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The Farmers Market Coalition is a 501(c)(3)  
nonprofi t, grassroots association created to ensure 
farmers markets benefi t farmers, consumers,     
and communities.

Spread the word 
Recognizing the benefi ts of farmers 
markets to both farmers and consum-
ers, Congress created the Farmers 
Market Promotion Program (FMPP) 
as part of the 2002 Farm Bill. Admin-
istered by USDA’s Agricultural Mar-
keting Service (AMS), the goal of the 
FMPP is to provide federal grants to 
establish, expand, and promote local 
farmers markets, roadside stands, 
CSAs, and other forms of farmer-to-
consumer markets.  
 In 2006, AMS announced the 
availability of approximately $1 mil-
lion in competitive grants for the 
FMPP and, in response, received 
369 proposals from 48 states, 
requesting a total of $19,859,656 to 
fund a diverse array of infrastruc-
ture and marketing needs.  The 
FMC recommends that Congress 
authorize and fund FMPP at $ 21 
million annually for the years 2007 
through 2012.

Support infrastructure
Farmers markets off er powerful 
benefi ts to farmers, consumers, 
and communities—both rural and 
urban—that their development 
should be encouraged wherever 
possible.  The FMC proposes that 
$50 million be made available to the 
Secretary of Agriculture in each of 
the fi scal years 2008 through 2010 
for this purpose.  A likely source of 

those funds is from the Commod-
ity Credit Corporation.

Put money where more 
mouths are: FMNP
The Farmers Market Nutrition 
Program (FMNP) was established by 
Congress in 1992 to provide fresh, 
locally grown fruits and vegetables 
to participants in the Supplemental 
Nutrition Program for Women, In-
fants and Children, popularly known 
as WIC.  In 2001 the program was 
expanded to include low-income 
seniors.  Eligible seniors or WIC par-
ticipants are issued FMNP coupons, 
which can be used to buy fresh fruits, 
vegetables, and herbs from farmers, 
farmers markets, or other approved 
vendors.  The farmers, farmers mar-
kets, or other approved vendors can 
deposit the coupons in the bank the 
same as cash or submit them to the 
state agency for reimbursement. 
 In contrast to the EBT program, 
which has had to overcome techno-
logical challenges and high costs to 
gain acceptance, the FMNP program 
has been readily implemented.  Its 
only shortcoming has been inad-
equate and inconsistent funding.  
The FMC recommends making 
funding for the FMNP a permanent 
and expanded component of the 
USDA appropriation at $40 million 
for WIC FMNP and $45 million for 
Seniors FMNP annually.

Executive summary

Farmers markets have proliferated in the last 10 years, due to their ability to deliver 
on a triple bottom-line: benefi ts to farmers, consumers, and the communities that host 
them.  Yet, despite their popularity, most farmers markets are struggling to survive as 
organizations.  This position paper examines some of the policies that have hampered 
or failed to help farmers markets, and recommends simple changes that could enhance 
the success and reach of farmers and farmers markets throughout the country.

Extend benefi ts of farmers 
markets to those using EBT
The switch from Food Stamps to 
the Electronic Benefi ts Transfer 
program, or EBT, was intended to 
improve the effi  ciency of the Food 
Stamps program.  It unintentionally 
left farmers and farmers markets out 
of the solution, simply because card 
readers are expensive and because 
farmers markets typically occur in 
“unwired” locations, or where wire-
less signal strength is low or unreli-
able.  Various high- and low-tech 
solutions have failed to universally 
resolve this problem, although 
some have been locally successful.  
The FMC recommends utilizing its 
agency to facilitate the gathering of 
state and local input to policy deci-
sions, such as the conversion of the 
Food Stamps program to EBT.  

Deliver triple bottom-line 
benefi ts
Farmers markets represent one of 
society’s few win-win solutions, 
off ering benefi ts for everyone who 
participates, and even many who 
don’t, including neighboring busi-
nesses, downtown development 
districts, rural communities, and 
local governments.  By implement-
ing the FMC recommendations, 
Congress, the USDA, and other 
federal agencies will leverage their 
initial dollar investments many times 
over. 

Farmers Markets are good for everyone:
Invest in farmers markets for farmers, consumers, and communities
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Everyone loves farmers markets - for 
reasons that range from the profound to the 
practical.  They enrich local farmers in ways 
that are essential if family farms are to survive.  
Environmentally, they preserve farmland and 
reward family farmers who produce high-
quality, fresh products. Nutritionally, they bring 
healthy, farm-fresh produce to consumers who 
may have forgotten what non-processed foods 
taste like.  Aesthetically, they’re a feast for the 
senses.  Socially, they animate public spaces and 
renew downtown neighborhoods. Economically, 
they generate new local and regional activity. In 
a word, they create community. 

Background on Farmers Markets 
Farmers markets off er a wealth of public benefi ts 
- for consumers, farmers, and communities both 
urban and rural. President of the Farmers Market 
Coalition Richard McCarthy describes how “…the 
simple beauty of farmers markets is that without 
any cookie-cutter management philosophy, 
in general they achieve the triple bottom line 
measure of success: serving farmers, serving 
consumers, and serving the communities that 
host them.” 
 As a result of these benefi ts, farmers markets 
have proliferated in the last 10 years. Yet, 
despite their popularity, most farmers markets 
are struggling to survive as organizations. 
Occasionally, their survival is made more diffi  cult 
by poorly conceived and/or a patchwork of 
federal policies. This position paper addresses 
some of those policies, and the simple changes 
that, if implemented, could help enhance 
the success and reach of farmers and farmers 
markets throughout the Country.
 Refl ecting their popularity, farmers markets 

continue to expand in numbers. In 1994, there 
were approximately 1,755 farmers markets in the 
United States. In 2006 their numbers have more 
than doubled - to over 4385 More than 3 million 
consumers shop and more than 30,000 farmers 
sell at these markets annually. The United States 
Department of Agriculture estimates that these 
markets generate approximately $1 billion in 
consumer spending each year. 
 The USDA has a vested interest in the 
viability of farmers markets and the long-term 
success of diverse, family-owned farms. And 
yet, its policies have unwittingly complicated 
the operation of both farms and markets. For 
instance, the introduction of the Electronic 
Benefi t Transfer system for food stamps has 
placed farmers markets on the wrong side of the 
digital divide. This position paper is focused on 
U.S. policies and programs that impact farmers 
markets, and on making them more “farmers 
market-friendly.” 

Spreading the word about Farmers 
Market
At the very heart of the continued success of 
our Country is its ability to feed and cloth our 
citizenry.  This is vital to our national security 
and economic well being.  Therefore, we 
must adopt policies that will ensure a strong 
agricultural community.  Both large and small 
farms must be viable, that is profi table.  In a 
word, we must support the American Farmer.  
American farmers are not looking for a handout. 
Instead, they ask for a proper playing fi eld that 
allows them to receive a fair price for the fruits 
of their labor.  Farmers have found that selling 
at farmers markets provides them with a niche 
that yields fair returns.  More farmers are selling 
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The Farmers Market Coalition (FMC) was 

created in response to requests from a 

rapidly expanding industry for information, 

resources and representation at state and 

federal levels. The mission of the FMC is “to 

strengthen farmers markets for the benefi t 

of farmers, consumers, and communities.” 

Toward that end, the FMC has identifi ed the 

following goals: 

 To serve as an information center for 

farmers markets. 

 To be a voice for North American farmers 

market advocacy. 

 To foster strong state, and regional 

farmers market associations. 

 To bring private and public support to the 

table to sustain farmers markets in the long 

term, for the benefi t of farmers, consumers, 

and communities. 

 To promote farmers markets to the public. 

 To develop and provide educational 

programming and networking opportunities 

related to farmers markets.

email info@farmersmarketcoalition.org 
website farmersmarketcoalition.org 

directly to the consumer resulting in increased income 
for the farmers and fresher, better tasting food for the 
consumer.  
 Recognizing the benefi ts of farmers markets to both 
farmers and consumers Congress created the Farmers 
Market Promotion Program (FMPP) as part of the 2002 
Farm Bill. The program is designed as a competitive 
grants program, administered by USDA’s Agricultural 
Marketing Service. The goal of the FMPP is to provide 
Federal support to establish, expand, and promote 
local farmers markets, roadside stands, CSA’s and other 
forms of direct farmer to-consumer markets.  These 
investments would benefi t small and medium scale 
farms while improving the economies of rural and 
urban communities.  
 In 2006, AMS announced the availability of 
approximately $ 1 million in competitive grants for 
the FMPP.  AMS received 369 proposals with a total 
request for $19,859,656.00.  Showing that interest 
in farmers markets is strong throughout the nation, 
proposals arrived from all US states with the exception 
of Delaware and Alaska.  Twenty grants were awarded 
on September 8, 2006 to local governments, economic 
development corporations, farmers market associations, 
tribal government and non-profi t corporations.  In the 
following year, 23 grants were awarded. The proposals 
span a wide range of infrastructure, educational, market 
promotion, and technical assistance projects.  These 
initiatives refl ect the diverse needs of farmers markets 
and other direct-to-consumer food marketing channels 
in the US.  We recommend that Congress authorize 
funding for FMPP and fund it at $ 21 million annually for 
the 2007 through 2012.

Support the infrastructure needs 
of farmers markets
FMC sees an opportunity for farmers markets to 
become a signifi cant part of the American landscape.  
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This means expanding the number of farmers 
markets across the country even further.  In 
order to attract the public, farmers markets must 
be available in safe, convenient and desirable 
locations.  Monies should be made available for 
the construction of new farmers 
markets, or the improvement and 
rehabilitation of existing farmers 
markets.  In doing so, farmers 
markets have the opportunity to 
revitalize areas of communities 
that have grown stagnant or be 
the center attraction for new 
and developing areas.  Either way, 
everyone wins from the standpoints of building 
communities, building commerce and building 
healthy people.  FMC proposes that $ 50 million 
be made available to the Secretary of Agriculture 
in each of the fi scal years 2008 through 2010 for 
this purpose.  A likely source of those funds is 
from the Commodity Credit Corporation.

Farmers Market Nutrition Program: 
putting more money where mouths are
The Farmers Market Nutrition Program (FMNP) 
was established by Congress in 1992 to 
provide fresh, unprepared, locally grown fruits 
and vegetables to participants in the Special 
Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, 
Infants and Children, popularly known as WIC.  
The program was also intended to expand the 
awareness, use of, and sales at farmers markets 
as well as develop new farmers markets and 
expand existing markets. In 2001 the program 
was expanded to include low-income seniors.  
The FMNPs are administered through a Federal/ 
State partnership in which the Food and 
Nutrition Service (FNS) provides cash grants to 

State agencies or Indian Tribal Organizations.  
Eligible seniors or WIC participants are issued 
FMNP coupons. These coupons can be used 
to buy fresh, unprepared fruits, vegetables 
and herbs from farmers, farmers markets or 

roadside stands that have 
been approved by the 
state agency to accept 
FMNP coupons. The 
federal food benefi t level 
for FMNP recipients is 
regulated to be between 
$10 and $50 per year, per 

recipient. However, state 
agencies may supplement the benefi t level.  The 
farmers, farmers markets, or roadside stands 
can deposit the coupons in the bank the same 
as cash or submit them to the state agency for 
reimbursement. 
 In contrast to the EBT program, which has 
had to overcome technological challenges 
and high costs to gain acceptance, the FMNP 
program has been readily implemented. It has 
benefi ted seniors, women, and children by 
giving them additional access to the nutritional 
benefi ts of fresh, locally-produced agricultural 
products. It has benefi ted farmers by increasing 
their direct sales. Its only shortcoming has been 
inadequate and inconsistent funding. 
 Today, WIC FMNP serves 2.6 million women 
and children with 2,345 farmers markets in 
36 states, Guam, Puerto Rico and 5 tribal 
organizations.  This accounted for $ 23.4 million 
in 2005, the year for which the most recent 
numbers are available.  The Seniors FMNP 
accounted for $ 14 million serving over 750,000 
seniors by 47 grantees (states, DC, etc…) in 
2005.
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Although farmers market advocates would 
rather achieve agreement on the objective of 
permanent and adequate funding than argue 
over a particular dollar amount, Don Wambles, 
member of the FMC Board and Director of 
the Alabama Farmers Market Authority, says 
that, “allocating $40 million to the WIC FMNP 
is warranted,” while the Senior FMNP needs 
“a minimum of $45 million” in annual funds.  
We support making funding for the Farmers 
Market Nutrition Programs (FMNP) a permanent 
and expanded component of the USDA 
appropriation ($40 million for WIC FMNP and 
$45 million for Seniors FMNP annually).

Extend the benefi ts of farmers 
markets to those using EBT
The switch to the Electronic Benefi ts Transfer 
program, or EBT, in the Food Stamps program 
was a policy that was intended to improve the 
effi  ciency of the Food Stamps program but 
unintentionally left farmers and farmers markets 
out of the solution. Although the program 
wasn’t intended to prevent EBT 
recipients from shopping at 
farmers markets, that was a 
result, simply because card 
readers are expensive and 
because farmers markets 
typically take place in “unwired” 
locations. Even the advent of 
wireless technology has been 
slow to benefi t farmers markets because of the 
lack of service availability in non-urban settings, 
unreliability of signal strength, and slow 
transaction speeds.  The USDA attempted to 
solve this problem in 2002 with a pilot program 
that put wireless terminals in the hands of 

New York farmers who already had food stamp 
authorization.
 According to Diane Eggert, executive 
director of the Farmers Market Federation of 
New York and an FMC board member who was 
involved with the pilot program, the Farmers 
Market Federation of New York will adopt a 
practice for accepting EBT transactions that has 
become a trend at farmers markets nationwide.  
“We will be off ering market managers one 
terminal to use for all vendors within the 
market,” she explains. “This requires the market 
to become food stamp authorized, open its own 
checking account, and establish an account 
with our service provider. We will also provide 
market managers with market tokens to “sell” to 
EBT customers for use in the market to purchase 
Food and Nutrition Services-authorized food 
products. The tokens can then be redeemed 
by the farmers on a weekly basis through the 
market manager.” 
 This “wooden token” method of facilitating 
EBT, as well as credit- and debit-card 

transactions, has been adopted 
by markets from Arizona to 
Louisiana, but it still can exclude 
rural markets - such as those in 
Alabama, which has yet to adopt 
the EBT technology, according to 
Don Wambles.  “In Alabama, the 
inconvenience and inconsistency 
of the technology, the high 

transaction fees, and the fact that our farmers 
need their cash immediately work against 
acceptance of the program,” Wambles explains. 
 This discussion of the EBT policy for the 
Food Stamp Program highlights the need for 
local input to be heard at USDA.  We at the 
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Farmers Market Coalition want to provide the 
bridge for these policy communications and 
discussions.  We also hope that as we all move 
forward together we can fi nd solutions to this 
unintentional obstacle.

Creating markets for our farmers, 
providing access to fresh fruits and 
vegetables for consumers 

All of the issues mentioned in this paper 
have three things in common:  
• they provide farmers with avenues to   
  sell their produce
• they provide opportunity for all people   
  to access fresh, locally grown foods 
• they ultimately provide us with a more   
  healthy society.  
 This healthy society translates to 
communities with lower rates of disease and a 

sense that they are all supporting one another 
to make their lives better.
 Farmers markets represent one of society’s 
few win-win solutions, off ering benefi ts 
for everyone who participates, and even 
many who do not — including neighboring 
businesses, downtown development districts, 
rural communities and local governments. 
Neil Hamilton, professor at Drake University’s 
Agricultural Law Center, calls farmers markets 
“fulcrums of democracy,” referring to their 
capacity for involving many diverse segments 
of society and cultivating grassroots leadership 
around issues of importance to everyone: food, 
economic activity, and community. The Farmers 
Market Coalition recommendations will direct 
federal investment into areas where the initial 
dollar investment can be leveraged many times 
over.  
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