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It is important to determine your level of interest and capacity to market your farm 
products to schools before your first meeting with the school’s nutrition director or 
staff. Key questions to consider include:

•	 What products do you currently have available to sell to schools?

•	 What are your production costs and the minimum amount you would need to 	
	 charge to cover your costs?

•	 Do you have the capacity and interest to expand production of  
	 your current products?

•	 Are you willing and able to grow new crops?

Complete the producer survey and product availability and price form to answer 
some of the above questions and communicate additional information about your  
business, such as your food safety protocol and ordering and delivery logistics. This 
self-assessment tool can provide important information to school nutrition directors. 
Be sure to describe what makes your farm special—whether it’s how your family is 
involved in the farm, sustainable farm management practices or particular crop  
varieties you grow. 

Tool: Producer survey

Tool: Product availability and pricing

Forward contracting
After you develop a good working relationship with a school nutrition director, you 
may want to plan together to meet future purchasing needs. In the late fall or winter, 
you and the school nutrition director agree to crops or food you will grow specifically 
for the school during the upcoming season. This agreement includes the crop, 
quantity, harvest time, size, quality and price. The school nutrition director agrees 
to purchase the crop or food from you, as long as your product meets the agreed-
to specifications. This is called a forward contract. It is a formal agreement, though 
not a legally binding contract. This system can provide security for both the school 
nutrition director and producer.

Prepare your business

Tool

Tool
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Harvesting Wisconsin apples

Production costs and pricing
In order to determine profitable pricing and make your farm 
economically sustainable, you need to know your  
production costs. The Wisconsin Local Food Marketing Guide 
provides an overview and strategies for setting  
prices for various markets. The enterprise budgets  
mentioned in this tool can be found at:  
www.cias.wisc.edu/category/economics/enterprise-budgets/. 

Tool: Setting prices for various markets

Most vegetable growers produce a wide variety of crops that they sell through  
several different marketing channels such as farmers’ markets, Community  
Supported Agriculture, institutions or wholesale. This diversity makes it  
challenging for producers to obtain timely, accurate, crop- and market-specific  
information on their production costs. Veggie Compass is a whole-farm  
management tool that addresses the complex needs of diversified fresh market 
vegetable producers. A comprehensive spreadsheet facilitates the analysis of each 
marketing channel using cost, sales and labor data provided by the producer. You can 
access the Veggie Compass spreadsheet at www.veggiecompass.com. 

Insurance

Institutions typically require food vendors to carry product liability insurance. 
Insurance costs will vary depending on your gross sales and other variables, but are 
not typically out of reach for producers. Talk with the school nutrition director to 
determine his or her school’s liability insurance requirements. If you plan to have 
school guests (such as students or food service staff) visit your farm, you may want to 
make sure your policy includes premises liability as well as product liability. Coverage 
details vary between insurance companies. Always talk with your insurance agent 
when you are about to begin a new marketing venture to be sure you are protected. 
The Wisconsin Local Food Marketing Guide provides an introduction to insurance 
considerations.

Tool: Introduction to insurance considerations

Prepare your business

Tool

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 they serve, schools 
prioritize food safety and most 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 most schools will want some form of food safety assurance from 
their vendors. This may be as straightforward as providing answers to the food safety 
related questions on the producer survey tool (page 8), creating a food safety plan 
for your farm or obtaining an optional third-party audit such as Good Agricultural 
Practices (GAP). These requirements can be determined through discussions with the 
nutrition director.

The Wisconsin Department of Agriculture, Trade and Consumer Protection 
(DATCP) has created an on-farm food safety website:  
http://datcp.wi.gov/OnFarmFoodSafety/index.aspx. This site provides information 
on state and federal regulations for individual farms, as well as additional resources 
such as templates for food safety plans. Producers selling produce to schools will find 
the “diversified fruit and vegetable growers” link particularly useful.

Prepare your business

Cooling and washing salad greens

“We need some way to help assure food safety in our schools, but we need  
regulations and procedures that are respectful of small farmers.”

— Marilyn Volden – Food/Nutrition Program Supervisor

“Performing a food safety audit on my farm did mean making some changes, but in 
the end it has been very worthwhile for my business. It helps me to proactively  

	 address this topic with schools and other customers for whom this is a priority.”

— Rufus Haucke, Keewaydin Farms, Viola, WI
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Initiating conversations about food safety with school nutrition directors will go a 
long way toward increasing their confidence in your product. Each school district and 
school nutrition director determines what they will require of their fresh fruit and 
vegetable vendors—so ask! Some school nutrition directors are comfortable with the 
assurance gained from the producer survey and a face-to-face conversation with a new 
vendor. Others want to see a new vendor’s operation firsthand. See the food safety 
success story for an example of how the Viroqua Area School District handled food 
safety requirements with a farm visit.

Tool: Food safety success story

Licensing and labeling requirements

It is important to know the regulations for selling 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 chart 
below gives a snapshot of state requirements for different food items. The licensing, 
labeling and regulation requirements in Wisconsin tool offers a detailed look at 
the state requirements by product and market. Schools fall under the “institution” 
category.

Tool: Licensing, labeling and regulation requirements in  
          Wisconsin

State processing and licensing requirements for selling to schools

Food item sold to 
school

Wisconsin state requirements

Fresh produce, 
whole, uncut

None 

Fresh produce, 
minimally pro-
cessed (chopped, 
shredded)

Must come from licensed facility

Dairy Must come from licensed dairy plant
Meat Must be processed at USDA inspected facility
Honey No license required (see detailed regulations for exceptions)
Maple syrup Must be processed in licensed facility

Prepare your business

Tool

Tool
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aggregation partnerships, produce auctions and more. See the 
discussion of collaborative marketing in the Wisconsin Local 
Food Marketing Guide for more information, resources and case 
studies.

Tool: Collaborative marketing

Schools purchase most of their food through distributors. In 
response to increased demand for locally and regionally grown 
food, many of these distributors have begun to highlight 
Wisconsin-grown product and have added new vendors to meet 
the increased demand for these products. Selling product through distributors can 
work for producers, especially if they have large quantities of produce to sell and can 
meet the liability and food safety requirements of these companies. Read more about 
this option, including a case study, in the Wisconsin Local Food Marketing Guide 
section on distributors.

Tool: Distributors

Prepare your business

Produce auctions are one example of collaborative  marketing

Tool

Tool
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