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Schools are allowed, and encouraged, to purchase from local producers. The  
Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction memo regarding local purchas-
ing for schools lays out the guidelines for local purchasing. The full memo can 
be found at www.dpi.state.wi.us/fns/sntmail.html under September, 2010. 

Before diving into a farm to school program, it is important to assess your  
capacity to purchase locally grown product. Each school district varies in its 
ability to create local purchasing relationships. Assessing this ability is  
important for you and any new local vendors as you move forward. Use the 
school nutrition director survey to assess your current needs and capacity. 
Share this tool with any potential local vendors or community partners  
looking to work with you. 

School nutrition director survey

Get your basic farm to school questions answered with our frequently asked  
questions tool. It includes information about food safety, insurance and more. 

Wisconsin Farm to School frequently asked questions

Familiarize yourself with the seasonal availability of Wisconsin fruits and 
vegetables with this produce calendar. 

Seasonal availability of Wisconsin fruits and vegetables

Licensing and labeling requirements
It is important to know the regulations for purchasing locally grown products. The 
sale of most food products (other than whole, raw fresh fruits and vegetables) is  
regulated by the Wisconsin Department of Agriculture, Trade and Consumer  
Protection. The licensing, labeling and regulation requirements in Wisconsin tool 
offers a detailed look at state requirements by product and market. Schools fall under 
the “institution” category.

Licensing, labeling and regulation requirements in  
          	 Wisconsin
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Dane County student  experiences carrots fresh  out of the ground

Tool
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Food safety
In general, fresh fruits and vegetables pose a relatively low risk for food-borne  
illness when handled properly on the farm, in transit and in the kitchen. However, 
given the vulnerable populations you serve, you need to prioritize food safety and 
will want some assurance that vendors are reducing this risk. Many producers follow 
practices on their farms that maximize food safety. Examples include having a manure 
management plan, water cooling greens to remove field heat, using clean boxes for 
delivery and providing clear trace-back of product through labeling.

State and federal regulations on the direct sale of whole, raw fresh produce do not 
currently exist, so vendors and schools need to determine how to assure food safety. 
This may be as straightforward as providing answers to the food safety-related  
questions on the producer survey tool (page 13), creating food safety plans for farms 
or obtaining a third-party audit such as Good Agricultural Practices (GAP). 

The Wisconsin Department of Agriculture, Trade and Consumer Protection 
(DATCP) has created an on-farm food safety website that provides information on 
state and federal regulations for individual farms, as well as additional resources such 
as templates for food safety plans: datcp.wi.gov/OnFarmFoodSafety/index.aspx.

Initiate conversations about food safety with potential vendors so they clearly under-
stand your needs. Some school nutrition directors are comfortable with the assurance 
gained from the producer survey and a face-to-face conversation with a new vendor. 

Get started

Food item sold to school Wisconsin state requirements
Fresh produce, whole, uncut None
Fresh produce, minimally processed 
(chopped, shredded...)

Must come from licensed facility

Dairy Must come from licensed dairy plant
Meat Must be processed at a USDA  

inspected facility
Honey No license required (see detailed  

regulations for exceptions)
Maple syrup Must be processed in licensed facility

State processing and licensing requirements for sales to schools
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Others want to see a new vendor’s operation first-hand. The food safety 
success story provides an example of how the Viroqua Area School 
District handled food safety requirements with a farm visit.

Food safety success story (Viroqua)

Community engagement
It is important for school nutrition directors and staff to recognize that farm to school 
is not only the job of the school nutrition program, as it can sometimes be perceived. 
You are not alone!

The benefits of farm to school are considerably richer and longer lasting when  
multiple advocates are involved. In addition to taking some of the work off of your 
hands, these advocates can make all the difference in building programs that have 
ongoing community support and synergy. Ultimately, community engagement is a 
critical part of a sustainable farm to school program.

Advocates are motivated to invest their time and talents in farm to school programs 
for different reasons. For some, it is about the well-being of their children. For  
others, it is about support for local farms or the financial implications of the program. 
No matter what the reason, it is important to have a variety of people engaged  
in the process.  

In Milwaukee, the Milwaukee Public Schools entered into a formal partnership with 
Growing Power, a nonprofit organization growing food in the city, and Sysco. As a 
result of this partnership, described in the urban perspective success story, MPS is 
able to purchase Growing Power produce through Sysco, creating a win-win scenario 
for everyone involved.

Urban perspective success story (Milwaukee)

Farm to school activities that may be coordinated by community partners and other 
champions can include, but are not limited to:

•	 Local product research and procurement assistance

•	 Volunteer coordination

•	 Light food processing tasks

Mt. Horeb fourth graders sample heirloom tomatoes

Get started
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•	 Cafeteria or classroom taste tests

•	 Grant writing and administration

•	 School garden coordination or other hands-on educational activities

•	 Creation and dissemination of educational and outreach materials about a  
	 farm to school program

•	 Working with local media to stimulate coverage

•	 Scheduling and facilitating planning meetings

•	 Presentations to school board members, parent-teacher associations,  
	 teachers, local organizations and other groups to broaden their awareness  
	 and support

Potential advocates from the community won’t know the value of your farm to school 
program if they don’t know about it! Present farm to school concepts to your school 
board, parent-teacher organization, staff and/or community groups to educate them 
and raise awareness about your program. The farm to school powerpoint and  
overview will help in your outreach to key audiences. The Health in Practice website 
is also a valuable resource for community outreach: www.healthinpractice.org.

“Farm to School 101” powerpoint

Wisconsin Farm to School overview

Get started
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Eating beets in the Seneca cafeteria
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Community support for farm to school

Get started

School 
community

Administrators
Teachers

Parents
Students

School board members
School nurses

Key practitioners
School nutrition 

  program staff
Local producers: 

   individuals or groups 
   cooperatively 

   organized
Distributors of local

   product

Advocates & experts
Local public health    
   officials and medical 
   practitioners 
Local Extension 
   educators
Community economic
   development 
   experts

Community partners
Non-profit 
   organizations
Local businesses
Local government
Colleges and 
   universities
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with the U.S. Food and Drug Administration 
(FDA). Since almost all processes use an 
ingredient from an out-of-state source, you will 
invariably have to file your process with the 
FDA if you thermally process low-acid or 
acidified food products. Operating under a 
Hazard Analysis and Critical Control Points 
(HACCP) plan requires filing your process with 
the FDA and is not necessary for acid foods. 
Retailing an acidified food requires an approved 
process, applying for a variance, and passing 
better processing school. 

For more information on obtaining an approved 
written process prior to licensing, call the 
Division of Food Safety at 608-224-4700 or 
email food@datcp.state.wi.us

For HACCP guidelines through FDA, go to: 
www.cfsan.fda.gov/~lrd/haccp.html

Liability Concerns
Most farms and farm businesses, and certainly 
farms with direct and intermediate marketing 
enterprises, have complex mixtures of potential 
personal and business liabilities. Insurers 
nationwide are gaining experience with alternative 
farm enterprises. Because farm insurance needs 
are complex, you should work directly with an 
insurance agent to identify your particular needs 
and to obtain the kinds of coverage necessary.

Farmers who market products need to regularly 
review their insurance needs with an 
insurance agent and attorney. Liability 
questions are more challenging than those 
raised by simple physical property coverage. 
Insurance companies offer a diverse range of 
coverage. Individual policies are available for 
physical loss of property, liability, and workers’ 
compensation, as well as coverage for other 
specific needs. The alternative most local food 
marketers select is a package policy that 
combines all types of coverage in one policy.

Liability and Farm Insurances
Farmers are exposed to liability for their  
enterprises, whether conducted on the premises 
or away from them, such as while selling at a 
farmers’ market. You are also exposed as a
result of injuries to you or one of your employees. 
If your product causes harm to the buyer, you 
may be held liable. Liability insurance is

essential to pay for sums you may become 
legally obligated to pay.

The main areas of insurance needed typically 
include liability for products sold, for visitors 
to the farm, for farm workers, as well as coverage 
for the value of crops grown and property and 
equipment owned. 

Product Liability
Liability for the food that you sell is called 
“product liability.” This is handled differently 
depending on where and how much product 
you sell. On-farm sales may be covered through 
your regular property insurance package, but 
don’t assume that is the case. Ask your insurance 
agent if you are covered if someone gets sick 
from food that you sold. If you are selling 
to grocery stores or food services, they may 
require you to carry separate product liability 
coverage. Some farmers’ markets require each 
vendor to carry their own liability coverage. If 
you are selling product through a distributor, 
you probably will be required to carry product 
liability coverage.  Following safe food handling 
and food processing practices are necessary 

Besides assessing rules and regulations for your business, 
you must determine the risk involved in your enterprise. 
Whether selling on-farm or through various markets, farmers 
need to regularly review insurance needs for their business. 
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