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Executive Summary

For the past two years, San Francisco Food Systems has examined pathways to improving
regional self-sufficiency in agriculture by investigating and identifying opportunities that allow
the City and County of San Francisco to buy and promote regional agriculture. In addition to
this, San Francisco Food Systems has explored ways that the City and County can increase local
residents’ utilization of government food assistance programs such as food stamps, WIC, and the
National School Lunch Program. Our farm-to-school project combines these goals and works to
understand how we can open urban markets for small and medium sized local farmers and
bolster the school meals programs through institutional purchasing of local agricultural products
by San Francisco Unified School District (SFUSD).

These efforts reflect our commitment to promoting and reinforcing local food systems and
regional agriculture by actively increasing the public’s understanding of food systems issues and
making explicit the ways in which health, economics and a sustainable environment come
together to support and maintain ecologically sound agricultural practices and improve the health
and well being of communities. This report reflects San Francisco Food Systems’ work for the
past year in understanding the feasibility of implementing a farm-to-school program within
SFUSD.

The Farm-to-School Concept

"Farm-to-school" is a general term that is used to describe efforts that connect schools and school
districts with local agriculture. These projects are appearing in communities across the country
including Santa Monica, Berkeley, Sacramento, Hartford, Madison and more, and there is now
legislation in the 2002 Farm Bill supporting these projects. While "farm-to-school" can take on a
number of different forms, it has typically revolved around the following key components: (1)
improved school lunches using fresh produce sourced from local growers; (2) school gardens in
which children obtain hands-on experience in growing food; (3) field trips to local farms and
classroom visits from food producers; (4) integrated nutrition curriculum that connects
experiential learning at the farm and in the garden to healthy choices in the lunchroom; and (5)
waste reduction, composting, and recycling strategies.

Elements of farm-to-school initiatives nationally have sought to significantly improve the
nutritional quality of food choices for school-age children, develop new markets for local and
regional farmers, increase knowledge and awareness of local and regional food systems, and/or
help extend the renewed interest in farm-to-consumer or direct marketing strategies, such as
farmers' markets. Preliminary data from California has shown that student access to salad bars as
part of a comprehensive program involving classroom, staff and community elements improves
consumption of fruits and vegetables and has led to improved perception of the school meals
program among students, parents and school staff. These projects have also increased incomes
for local farmers and several have improved the financial situation of student nutrition services
due to increased usage of the school meal program both by students receiving free and reduced
meals and students and other adults paying for meals.



Background for the San Francisco Project

In 2002, San Francisco Food Systems began assessing the feasibility of incorporating fresh,
locally grown foods into the National School Lunch Program within SFUSD so that children of
all income levels could access high quality agricultural products from the Bay Area and so we
could support small, sustainable farmers in the region via institutional purchasing. From initial
research, staff of San Francisco Food Systems observed that the manner in which farm-to-school
initiatives had historically been established was not always equitable or sustainable. While farm-
to-school as a concept has earned a great deal of appeal and support, children in low-income
urban communities were not necessarily reaping the benefits. In regards to sustainability, most
farm-to-school initiatives start out as pilot projects which are dependent on grants and
enthusiastic staff and volunteers. While some districts have been able to scale up and
institutionalize the farm-to-school program, these districts have been small in scale compared to
the City and County of San Francisco. This project was built on the premise that farm-to-school
should be as equitable and sustainable as possible.

Approach

San Francisco Food Systems embarked on this project with the purpose of understanding the
local school food environment as it would impact the sustainability of a farm-to-school project.
Our research included a look at the District’s assets and constraints in such areas as food service
facilities, labor and training, nutrition policy, school gardens, nutrition education, as well as
mechanisms for communication, ordering and delivery. Our primary activities involved: (1)
conducting best practices research around farm-to-school projects, (2) building relationships and
partnerships within SFUSD administration to understand district-wide food service, (3)
conducting a School Food Environment Survey in order to explore the school-specific factors
that might support and/or inhibit a lasting farm-to-school project, and (4) identifying and
evaluating barriers to project implementation and providing recommendations to overcome such
barriers.

Some of the difficulties identified in our research included bureaucratic challenges, the scarcity
of resources within the District, competitive food sales, lack of integration between District
departments, lack of communication and connection with communities, and the lack of poverty
level adjustments for the City and County that consider the higher standard of living in San
Francisco. Current activities within SFUSD are helping to address these challenges by
connecting students to better, more appealing food choices and increasing the capacity of school
sites and of Student Nutrition Services to provide healthier food while ensuring financial stability
and sustainability. Considering both the district-level and school-specific factors that can help or
hinder the creation of an equitable and sustainable farm-to-school project in SFUSD, San
Francisco Food Systems has proposed areas of focus for building on the work which has been
conducted in the past year. We will continue to work on the supply side (with produce suppliers,
and distributors) as well as on the demand side (to garner support from food service personnel,
parents, students and staff in the school community) of the farm-to-school equation. We will
continue working on local policy and also initiate a pilot farm-to-school salad bar in at least one
school. By advancing our project plan in the years ahead, we hope to ensure that our local
community, including the San Francisco Unified School District, is vested in food systems
activities that support sustainable environments and healthy, sustainable communities.
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Section 1

Introduction and Project Background






The Conventional Food System

The term “food system” is used frequently in discussions about food, nutrition, health,
community economic development and agriculture. The food system includes all processes
involved in keeping us fed: growing, harvesting, processing, packaging, transporting, marketing,
consuming and disposing food. It also includes the inputs needed and outputs generated at each
step. The food system operates within and is influenced by social, economic and natural

environments. !

The conventional food system places a detrimental burden on the world’s natural and social
resources. Today’s agricultural activities ensure large scale productivity and a steady supply of
cheap food through the use of chemicals - fertilizers, pesticides and herbicides. At the same
time, however, increasing negative outcomes are being reported from these chemically-intensive
activities. For instance, the ground water in regions where industrial agriculture is present has
become progressively more contaminated with toxic chemicals. In some parts of the United
States, the contamination of drinking water from pesticides is so high that by the age of 10,
children have been exposed to the maximum allowable "life dose" of such chemicals. In
addition, thousands of farm workers experience health problems including acute poisonings,
hormone or endocrine disruption, delayed neuropathy and neurobehavioral effects, cancers, birth
defects, and even death from the use of these chemicals every year. Between 1997 and 2000, the
average number of reported cases of occupational pesticide poisoning in California was 475 each
year.” Yet this number likely omits a large number of unreported cases as well as cases of
chronic illness resulting from pesticide exposure that are not tracked in the state’s surveillance
program. Experts on agriculture and ecology are realizing that this system of agriculture is

unsustainable.’

Small farmers have also been feeling the economic crunch of decisions made in the modern-day
food system. Small farmers find challenges in competing with agricultural industry. Large,

industrial operations have been the recipients of huge government subsidies, not only in the form

1 Definition from Cornell University Cooperative Extension, Agriculture Food and Communities. www.cals.cornell.edu/agfoodcommunity/

2 Pesticide Action Network of North America. Fields of Poison 2002: California Farmworkers and Pesticides



of direct government payments, but also in public services such as government subsidized loans,
research and extension services, and export promotion. In 1999, large farms (the 7 percent of
farms nationwide with gross agricultural sales of $250,000 or more) received about 45 percent of
federal payments. The 17 percent of farms that are medium-sized (gross sales between $50,000
and $249,999) received 41 percent of the payments. The remaining 14 percent of the payments
was shared by the 76 percent of farms that are small (gross sales under $50,000). Small farms
substantially outnumber medium and large farms, but because payments are generally based on

volume of production, the average payment that small farms receive is much less.*

Traditional small and medium-sized farms are on the brink of extinction in America. Of all
occupations in America, farming has faced the greatest decline.” Between 1993 and 1997, our
country lost over 74,000 family farms.® According to the U.S. Agricultural Census, the “average
farm size” in California was 374 acres in 1997. However, of all 74,126 farms surveyed, 75%
were less than 180 acres. These two statistics demonstrate that a very small percentage of farms
account for a very large percentage of the state’s total farm acreage.” In order to survive, small
and medium-sized farms must find consistent and reliable markets that promise a reasonable
return. The average share of every food dollar going back to farmers, however, dropped from 41
cents in 1950 to 20 cents in 1999, with the rest going to brokers, processors, retailers, and for
transportation, packaging, and marketing.® With increasing globalization and industrialization of
the food system, small and medium-sized farmers find fewer and fewer places to sell their

products at a fair price.

In 2002, there were nearly 10,000 new food and beverage products introduced in the United

States.” The top categories in terms of the number of new products have recently included

3 Physicians and Scientists for Responsible Application of Science and Technology, 2003

4 U.S. General Accounting Office. Farm Programs: Information on Recipients of Federal Payments, June 2001, available at
http://www.gao.gov/new.items/d01606.pdf

5 U.S. Department of Labor. Occupational Outlook Quarterly, Winter 1999/2000.

6 U.S. Department of Agriculture. A National Agricultural Statistics Service, “Farm and Land in Farms: Final Estimates, 1993-1997.”

7 U.S. Department of Agriculture. National Agricultural Statistics Service, 1997 Agricultural Census, State of California.

8 U.S. Department of Agriculture. Food Review 2000; 23(3): 27-30.

9 The U.S. Food Marketing System, 2002: Competition, Coordination, and Technological Innovations into the 21st Century, June 2002, available

at www.ers.usda.gov/publications/aer811/



candy, gum, and snacks; condiments; beverages; bakery products; and dairy. New products
aren’t necessarily needed or even beneficial for the nation’s health — as nutrition guidelines
promoting consumption of whole fruits, vegetables, and grains have not noticeably changed in
decades. Despite these longstanding nutrition guidelines, it is estimated that 64% of U.S. adults
aged 20 years and older are either overweight or obese.'® Research has shown that obesity rates
are higher among individuals of low socioeconomic status, especially women.'' Resource poor
families may come to rely on inexpensive highly processed food products from fast food
restaurants, liquor stores, and/or corner stores, if these are the only food outlets in their
neighborhoods. Markets that carry fresh and locally grown fruits and vegetables are not always

cited in or located near resource poor neighborhoods.

All things considered, the conventional food system described above is inequitable and
unsustainable. By prioritizing production and profit over people, it actively destroys natural

resources and ecosystems, rural economies, and promotes unhealthy food environments.
A More Sustainable Food System

As written in the U.S. Farm Bill, the term sustainable agriculture means “an integrated system of
plant and animal production practices having a site-specific application that will, over the long
term:
o satisfy human food and fiber needs;
o enhance environmental quality and the natural resource base upon which the agricultural
economy depends;
o make the most efficient use of nonrenewable resources and on-farm resources and
integrate, where appropriate, natural biological cycles and controls;
o sustain the economic viability of farm operations; and

« enhance the quality of life for farmers and society as a whole." 2

10 Flegal KM, Carroll MD, Ogden CL, Johnson CL.2002. Prevalence and trends in obesity among US adults, 1999-2000. JAMA 288(14):1723-7.
11 Crawford PB, Townsend MS, Metz DL, Smith D, Espinosa-Hall G, Donohue SS, Olivares A, Kaiser LL. 2004. How can Californians be
overweight and hungry? California Agriculture 58(1):12-17.

12 Food, Agriculture, Conservation, and Trade Act of 1990 (FACTA), Public Law 101-624, Title XVI, Subtitle A, Section 1603 (Government
Printing Office, Washington, DC, 1990).



According to Dr. John E. Ikerd, Extension Professor at University of Missouri,

"A sustainable agriculture must be economically viable, socially responsible, and
ecologically sound. The economic, social, and ecological are interrelated, and all
are essential to sustainability. An agriculture that uses up or degrades its natural
resource base, or pollutes the natural environment, eventually will lose its ability
to produce. It’s not sustainable. An agriculture that isn’t profitable, at least over
time, will not allow its farmers to stay in business. It’s not sustainable. An
agriculture that fails to meet the needs of society, as producers and citizens as
well as consumers, will not be sustained by society. It’s not sustainable. A
sustainable agriculture must be all three — ecologically sound, economically
viable, and socially responsible. And the three must be in harmony.""

Part of the movement away from the vertically-integrated, corporate controlled, environmentally
unsustainable food system is the creation of alternative local food systems. Regional self-
sufficiency in terms of food production is now virtually nonexistent, as most areas are unable to
purchase locally produced food in commercial retail outlets. Still, greater community control
over the resources in and decisions related to the food system can bring equity and social
sustainability to a society. As an alternative to the conventional food system described above, a
community food system is “a collaborative effort to promote sustainable food production,
processing, distribution and consumption in order to enhance the environmental, economic and
social health of a particular place. Farmers, consumers and communities are partnering to create
more locally based, self-reliant food economies. One of the most important aspects of these
community projects is that they increase resident participation to achieve the following goals:
e Improved access by all community members to an adequate, affordable, nutritious diet;
e A stable base of family farms that uses less chemical and energy-intensive production
practices and emphasizes local inputs;
e Marketing and processing practices that create more direct links between farmers and
consumers;
e Food and agriculture-related businesses that create jobs and recirculate financial capital
within the community;

e Improved living and working conditions for farm and food system labor; and

13 Presentation by John Ikerd at the March 2001 Partnerships for Sustaining California Agriculture: Profit, Environment and Community

conference, Woodland, California. http://www.sarep.ucdavis.edu/newsltr/v13n2/sa-5.htm



e Creation of food and agriculture policies that promote local or sustainable food

. . . 14
production, processing and consumption.”

Driven by a set of values that goes beyond production and profit, a community food system not
only generates food for markets, but also contributes to a range of public goods, such as clean
water, wildlife preservation, carbon sequestration in soils, flood protection, landscape quality as

well as social cohesion in urban environments.

Significance of Institutional Purchasing

One pathway to build and strengthen community food systems is through the support of
sustainable agriculture and the establishment of institutional purchasing mechanisms that connect
local or regional sustainable agriculture to urban markets and communities. Understanding that
small and medium-sized farmers need markets to sell their products and that communities need
fresher, more appealing and less processed food, institutional purchasing is an avenue towards
creating and supporting a more sustainable food system. Public institutions such as schools,
hospitals, and correctional facilities can support small local farmers through the purchase of their
agricultural products. Over the course of the past year, San Francisco Food Systems has been
examining ways to improve regional self-sufficiency in agriculture by investigating and finding

opportunities for San Francisco to buy local agriculture through institutional purchasing.

How Farm-to-School Supports Sustainable Agriculture and School Health

The Farm-to-School Concept

"Farm-to-school" is a general term that is used to describe efforts that connect schools and school
districts with local agriculture. While "farm-to-school" can take on a number of different forms,
it has typically revolved around the following key components: (1) improved school lunches
using fresh produce sourced from local growers; (2) school gardens in which children obtain
hands-on experience in growing food; (3) field trips to local farms and classroom visits from

food producers; (4) integrated nutrition curriculum that connects experiential learning at the farm

14 UC Sustainable Agriculture Research and Education Program, http://www.sarep.ucdavis.edu/cdpp/cfsoverview.htm



and in the garden to healthy choices in the lunchroom; and (5) waste reduction through

composting and recycling strategies."

This kind of collaboration has increasingly gained support and publicity in several different
arenas. In 1997 the USDA Food and Nutrition Services Division initiated a “Small
Farms/School Meals Initiative” to encourage small farmers to sell fresh fruits and vegetables to
schools and to encourage schools to buy wholesome produce from small farmers. More recently,
Section 4303 of the 2002 Farm Bill encouraged institutions participating in the school lunch and
breakfast programs “to purchase locally produced foods, to the maximum extent practicable.”'®
On a state level, former Governor Gray Davis launched a “Buy California” campaign in
February of 2002."” Included in this $79 million initiative was the goal of boosting consumer
awareness and consumption of California agricultural commodities. In the City and County of
San Francisco, a local team of 22 key stakeholders came together in 1997 to draft a sustainability
plan for the city.'® As part of the plan’s chapter on food and agriculture, one objective stipulated
that by the year 2002, 25% of all produce purchased by government institutions, schools,
restaurants, and other food-related establishments would come from sustainable Bay Area

sources, while at least 70% of the rest would be acquired from other California sources. Until

now, this important objective has been completely forgotten.

Elements of farm-to-school initiatives nationally have sought to significantly improve the
nutritional quality of food choices for school-age children, develop new markets for local and
regional farmers, increase knowledge and awareness of local and regional food systems, and help
extend the renewed interest in farm-to-consumer or direct marketing strategies, such as farmers'
markets. Preliminary data from California has shown that student access to salad bars as part of
a comprehensive program involving classroom, staff and community elements improves
consumption of fruits and vegetables and has led to improved perception of the school meals

program among students, parents and school staff. These projects have also increased incomes

15 Smart Food: An assessment of Farm-to-School opportunities for schools and the schoolchildren of Monterey County, 2003. Available at
http://science.csumb.edu/~watershed/pubs/WI_SmartFoodReport_030604.pdf

16 U.S. Department of Agriculture. Farm Bill 2002. http://www.usda.gov/farmbill/

17 California Department of Food and Agriculture. http://www.cdfa.ca.gov/mkt/mkt/BuyCalif_intro.htm

18 Sustainability Plan for the City of San Francisco, 1997. http://www.sustainable-city.org/



for local farmers and several have improved the financial situation of the school food service
department due to increased usage of the school meal program both by students receiving free

and reduced meals and students paying full price.

Supporting Sustainable Agriculture

Small farmers are increasingly in need of profitable and stable markets in which to sell their
products. Farm-to-school programs support regional agriculture by utilizing the purchasing
power of a school system and offering a regular, stable market for agricultural products. In the
state of North Carolina, the farm-to-school program generated an additional $289,000 in sales for
local farmers in 2002." The New York City Department of Education, by partnering with the
Department of Defense (DoD Fresh) Program, contributed over $300,000 to the local farm

economy in just a couple months by purchasing a portion of their product from local farmers.*

In the conventional food system, small farmers have not been able to benefit from relationships
with institutional markets such as schools. First, up to 20% of a typical school food service
budget consists of commodities (cheese, meat, butter, canned fruits and vegetables) which are
heavily subsidized by the federal government. These items generally support the income of only
large agricultural producers and can actually act as a disincentive to purchasing fresh produce for
schools. Secondly, there is usually a lack of infrastructure which supports relationships between
small farmers and a school or school district. The majority of today’s institutions use food
obtained through national food distributors. Administrators prefer to deal with one vendor, one
order form, and one delivery. Vendors who can supply a high number of value-added products
and a dependable delivery system win the contract. Because school food service runs like a
business that must conform to state and federal regulations, consistency is valued over
seasonality and variability. Small and medium sized farms are at a disadvantage in this
environment. Individual farmers do not ordinarily produce adequate quantities to supply a large

school district. They generally do not have the capacity to process their products especially for

19 North Carolina Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services. http://www.ncagr.com/fooddist/Farm-to-School.html [Accessed
December 9, 2003]

20 Communication with New York State Office of General Services, Food Distribution and Warehousing. November 26, 2003.



institutional food service settings. Finally, they have limited ability to deliver to multiple

locations.

According to the USDA Agricultural Census, in 1997 there were 7,413 farms in the nine-county
San Francisco Bay Area (Alameda, Contra Costa, Marin, Napa, San Francisco, San Mateo, Santa
Clara, Solano, and Sonoma). Over 2 million acres were used for farming in this region,
representing 39% of the total land. The average farm size ranged from 2 acres in San Francisco
to 563 acres in Alameda. Branching out to surrounding counties adds substantially to these
numbers: Mendocino (1,092 farms and 638,566 acres), Lake (776 farms and 138,482 acres),
Yolo (923 farms and 536,595 acres), Sacramento (1,288 farms and 308,035 acres), San Joaquin
(3,862 farms and 808,838 acres), Stanislaus (4,009 farms and 732,736 acres), Merced (2,831
farms and 881,696 acres), San Benito (562 farms and 511,571 acres), Santa Cruz (722 farms and
71,115 acres), and Monterey (1,209 farms and 1,544,064 acres). San Francisco sits in an
extremely fertile region with a year-long growing season. Taking advantage of this fresh and
nutritious abundance and supporting small regional farmers makes sense. If we want to support
the sustainability of small and medium-sized farms in our state and region, we need to create and

bolster markets that support them, including institutional markets in urban areas.

Supporting Healthy School Food Environments

Children in America today are facing a health crisis. Poor diet and inactivity are resulting in an
alarming increase in the rate of childhood obesity and the appearance of health problems in
children that used to occur primarily in adults. Overweight in childhood is associated with
numerous health risks, including increased stress on weight-bearing joints, high blood pressure
and abnormal blood lipids, insulin resistance and type 2 diabetes mellitus, and respiratory
problems. Furthermore, overweight during childhood can also have a damaging impact on
psychosocial and emotional development, contributing to problems like discrimination, low self-
esteem, poor body image, and eating disorders. The prevalence of overweight among 6- to 17-
year-old youth has more than tripled since the 1960’s. In California, nearly one-third of children

aged 9-11) and youth (aged 12-17) are already overweight or at-risk for overweight.?"*> This
(ag y g y g g

21 Special Report on the Policy Implications from the 1999 California Children's Eating and Exercise Practices Survey (CalCHEEPS). Public
Health Institute. 2000. [http://www.calendow.org/pub/publications/calcheeps050701.pdf]



results in $1.8 billion worth of medical costs in the state of California alone. In the San
Francisco Unified School District, 28% of middle school students and 23% of high school
students were either overweight or at risk for overweight in 2001, according to data from the

Youth Risk Behavior Survey (YRBS).

Schools can play an important role in influencing children’s nutrition, health, and academic
performance. Many low-income children rely on the USDA sponsored National School Lunch
Program and the School Breakfast Program for up to 50% of their daily energy, protein,
cholesterol, carbohydrate and sodium needs and 40% of their daily intake of fat. These programs
are crucial as the relationship between nutrition and a child’s ability to learn is well established.
Poorly nourished children are often tired, apathetic, and unable to concentrate. Their cognitive
development may even be impaired. The school breakfast and school lunch programs have
improved the nutritional quality of low-income children’s diets. Over 2 million students (38%)
in California participate in free or reduced price meal programs. According to data from the
California Department of Education, 59% of children in San Francisco Unified School District

were enrolled in free or reduced price meal programs in 2002-03.

In the current climate of severely under funded educational systems, many school districts turn to
food sales outside of the USDA sponsored School Breakfast Program and National School
Lunch Program as a way to generate extra revenue. They increasingly sign contracts with fast
food companies, hospitality services, and soft drink companies. They sell more branded,
familiar food items in snack bars, stores, and vending machines to guarantee increased sales and
profit. In a survey conducted in 2000, 95% of responding California school districts reported
that they sell fast food, the most common of which were sodas, pizza, cookies, chips and
burr