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EBT and Nutrition Education at Farmers’ Market 
BACKGROUNDER

Network for a Healthy California EBT and Nutrition Education Project

The Network for a Healthy California (Network), housed in the California Department of Public Health (CDPH) has worked in partnership with the California Department of Social Services (CDSS) and the Ecology Center, a community-based organization, to assist in the roll-out of Electronics Benefit Transfer (EBT) in California.

Program Description

As EBT was launched in California in 2002, the Network funded the Ecology Center to assist farmers’ market managers with the transition to implement EBT.  The project coordinator, Penny Leff was a market manager at the Berkeley Farmers’ Market which was the first in the state to accept EBT.  Ms. Leff provided farmers’ market managers with technical assistance that ranged from filling out EBT machine application forms to designing scrip.  In addition, Ms. Leff coordinated nutrition education activities, including the distribution of nutrition materials, such as cookbooks, brochures, nutrition education reinforcement items, market signs and buttons to publicize the markets’ acceptance of food stamps.

By 2005, as a result of the Network project and the partnership with CDSS, 83 farmers’ markets and one flea market in California were equipped with EBT machines.  

In September 2005, the U.S. Department of Agriculture Food Stamp Program, who provide funding for the Network for a Healthy California, requested that the Network redirect efforts to include a greater emphasis on nutrition education in farmers’ market settings. The technical assistance component was disallowed.

The Network continues to work with and fund the Ecology Center to provide nutrition education at EBT Farmers’ Markets.  The project coordinator is Linda Langan who is a former Berkeley Farmers’ Market manager with a strong understanding of how to work in the farmers’ market venues. Ms. Langan participates on the CDSS’ EBT Farmers’ Market Advisory Committee and provides updates from the field.

Background
In 2002, when farmers’ markets started accepting EBT, markets were given the option of having one machine for the entire market or having individual vendors outfitted with EBT machines.  Most markets opted for one machine per market.  Under this model, market managers have a table or booth at the farmers’ market where food stamp clients tell the market manager how much of their benefits they would like to have in scrip (plastic or wooden tokens worth $1 each and unique to the market) to spend at the farmers’ market.  The market manager then swipes the EBT card in the EBT machine, the client enters his or her PIN, and the market manager gives the client the amount in scrip they had requested.  The client is able to pay the vendors in scrip but is not allowed to receive change back.  Anecdotes indicate that often clients paying with scrip receive a little extra from the vendors. 
Additional Notes on Partnership and Collaboration

1. The commitment by CDSS to provide free wireless technology and the technical expertise to get the program and the equipment up and running at farmers’ markets was essential.  A major component was the fact that CDSS included the necessity of integrating the wireless, third-party option for farmers’ markets and produce stands into the contract with the EBT vendor from the beginning of the contract. This meant that the individual farmers’ market vendors or managers did not have to research which terminal to purchase, worry about coming up with the money for the terminal, or have to learn how to set it up on their own. The free wireless terminals really help the markets.  In addition, CDSS hosts the Farmers’ Market Advisory Committee which meets quarterly and has representatives from CDPH, county and city health department representatives, non-profit organizations, county food stamp office representatives, food banks, and other like projects to participate and collaborate on statewide efforts.

2. Partnering with the county food stamp offices, food banks and non-profit organizations in each county where technical assistance is provided to the farmers’ market managers allows effective promotion of the EBT farmers’ market access to EBT cardholders.  The funding provided by the Network has made it possible to develop nutrition education materials that further enhance the EBT and nutrition education promotion.  These include customized full-color brochures for each county, in the languages requested by the food stamp offices, which promote fruit and vegetable consumption and list the locations and times of the farmers’ markets in that county that have EBT access.  During the roll-out of the EBT at farmers’ markets these brochures were mailed out to all clients by the county food stamp offices, and were distributed by the local network of social service providers. The nutrition education materials continue to be mailed to food stamp offices, free and reduced lunch qualifying schools, and non-profits organizations. 

Resources and Contacts

Network for a Healthy California, Cancer Prevention and Nutrition Section, California Department of Public Health

For more information on statewide Nutrition Education/EBT at Farmers’ Markets project, contact Mary Nichols, Program Manager, Cancer Prevention and Nutrition Section, CDPH at mary.rousseve@cdph.ca.gov  or call (916) 449-5381.

California Department of Social Services

For more information on the EBT at Farmers’ Market Project, contact Tonya Zuniga, EBT/Program Technology & Support Bureau, CDSS at Tonya.Zuniga@dss.ca.gov or 
(916) 654-1421. The project website is (http://www.ebtproject.ca.gov/farmers.asp)

Ecology Center

For more information on the current project, please contact Linda Graham at linda@ecologycenter.org or (510) 409-0477. Linda continues the project with the emphasis on nutrition education and providing resources via their website. Please see http://www.ecologycenter.org/ebt.

Hunger Action Los Angeles

For more information on local efforts to include EBT and nutrition education promotion in Los Angeles County farmers’ markets, contact Frank Tamborello at frank@hungeractionla.org or (213) 439-1080.

Orange Unified School District Nutrition Services

For more information on local efforts to include EBT and nutrition education promotion in Orange County farmers’ markets, contact Mallory Tipple at malloryrvt@gmail.com or (303) 725-8869.
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