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Strengthening farmers markets for the benefit of farmers, consumers, and communities 

 

 

The Farmers Market Coalition (FMC) is an organization of more than 3,350 farmers markets in 47 

states, representing more than 22,500 direct-marketing farmers.  FMC is a non-profit organization 

strengthening farmers markets through education and training; technical assistance; evaluation 

and promotion tools; and local, state, and national policy initiatives.  

Background:  According to the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA), there are now 7,175 farmers 

markets operating in the United States, a 17 percent increase from 2010, and an increase of more 

than 150% since 2000.  USDA conservatively estimates that more than three million consumers shop 

at farmers markets and at least 136,000 farmers sell more than $1.3 billion in fresh, healthy food 

directly to consumers annually (Union of Concerned Scientists, 2011; USDA AMS, 2011). 

Markets benefit farmers and rural communities:  Selling directly to consumers allows farmers to 

increase their income and reduce risk through market diversification.  Farmers markets are 

an important gateway for beginning and diversifying farmers, and the resulting farm income 

helps new dollars circulate in rural economies.  Surprisingly, the density of farmers markets 

per capita is greater in rural America, and the number of farmers markets in mid-West and 

rural states is increasing faster than in urbanized areas (USDA, Amber Waves, October 2010). 

 

Markets stimulate economies and create jobs:  Each farmers market creates at least four new 

full-time jobs, with studies across the U.S. consistently finding that farmers increase their 

income by growing for local direct markets.  Pedestrian traffic at markets stimulates local 

economies as sales at surrounding businesses increase (UCS, Market Forces 8/11). 

 

Markets benefit consumers:  Markets can be particularly important to low-income Americans 

who live in communities without full service grocery stores.  Farmers market prices for most 

products are consistently lower than or equal to those at supermarkets (Claro, 2011; 

Flaccavento, 2011).  Farmers markets also sell a high proportion of fresh, unprocessed foods, 

particularly important as the costs of diet-related health conditions are sky-rocketing. 

PRIORITY POLICIES and PROGRAMS 

Farmers Market Promotion Program (FMPP): Created in 2002 and recognized as the USDA’s flagship 

program for farmers markets, FMPP provides competitive grants to establish, expand, and promote 

local farmers markets and other forms of direct farmer-to-consumer markets.  Although the 2008 

Farm Bill expanded FMPP funding to $33 million over five years, inadequate resources result in fewer 

than 20 percent of applicants receiving grants each year, with 444 grants awarded since 2006.   

FMC supports an increase in FMPP to $20 million per year, of which no less than 10 percent 

of total funding should be allocated to technical assistance and organizational capacity 

building to strengthen statewide, regional, and national farmers market support networks. 

 

Specialty Crop Block Grant (SCBG): Currently funded at $55 million annually, the SCBG provides 

resources to state departments of agriculture to enhance the competitiveness of farmers who 

grow fruits, vegetables, tree fruits, and nursery crops.   Many states have used SCBG funds 

successfully to establish and 



 
 

develop farmers markets. 

FMC supports an increase in SCBG funding to $90 million annually, to increase state allocations 

for education, research, marketing, and promotion of local food systems expansion and 

development.   

Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program: FMC believes that policy to facilitate the use of USDA 

nutrition program benefits at farmers markets is both common sense and cost effective.  More than 

46 million Americans currently rely on USDA’s Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), 

(formerly known as food stamps) to meet their food needs.  To facilitate SNAP use, USDA offers free 

electronic benefit transfer (EBT) machines to SNAP-authorized stores, including convenience and 

liquor stores.  USDA does not provide EBT machines to farmers markets. 

Presently, about one-third of U.S. farmers markets are authorized to serve SNAP families, meaning 

that several thousand fresh produce farmers were not able to participate in the $71 billion/year 

SNAP food retail market in 2011.  Facilitating low-income consumers’ use of SNAP and WIC benefits 

at farmers markets adds a cost-free rural economic benefit to existing nutrition programs.  That’s 

true to the original intent of nutrition programs--- and common-sense government policy.  

FMC encourages USDA to immediately offer wireless EBT machines free of charge to all farmers 

markets that are certified to accept SNAP.  Further, FMC supports implementation of a healthy 

incentive program for SNAP participants to extend the value of their benefits while purchasing 

nutritious, affordable, locally-grown fresh fruits and vegetables.  

With regard to SNAP Education and SNAP Outreach, FMC supports amending the Food and 

Nutrition Act of 2008 to A) encourage States to use farmers markets as a venue for SNAP-Ed 

nutrition education activities, including demonstration projects, and provide States with 

discretion to include nutrition incentives as part of such educational efforts; B) Allow States to 

contract with farmers market organizations as part of their SNAP Outreach plans.  In addition, 

states should be authorized to provide 100% reimbursement for farmers markets using outreach 

dollars that comply with State plans. 

Farmers Market Nutrition Programs (FMNP): Congress established the Farmers Market Nutrition 

Program (FMNP) in 1992 to provide fresh, unprepared, locally grown fruits and vegetables to 

participants in the Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants and Children (WIC).  

The program was expanded to include low-income senior citizens in 2001.  States administer FMNPs 

in partnership with the USDA Food and Nutrition Service (FNS), which provides cash grants to State 

agencies or Indian Tribal Organizations to implement the programs.  The Senior FMNP is authorized 

by the Farm Bill, with $23 million in mandatory annual funding, serving nearly 845,000 seniors in 2010.  

The WIC FMNP is authorized through the Child Nutrition Act, serving 2.15 million mothers and their 

children in 2010.  WIC FMNP was authorized at $19.96 million in 2011. 

FMC supports expansion of Farmers Market Nutrition Programs (FMNPs) for WIC and Seniors to 

meet demand for fresh, nutritious, unprepared, locally grown fruits, vegetables, honey, and 

herbs from farmers markets, roadside stands, and community supported agricultural programs 

to low-income seniors and WIC participants. The FMNPs are uniquely effectively in directly 

supporting America’s produce farmers as well as individuals and families at greatest nutritional 

health risk.  Funding for both programs must increase and agencies have more flexibility in 

order to be available in more of the growing number of farmers markets in the United States. 

FMC will continue to support the Local Farms, Food, and Jobs Act as it will be reintroduced in 2013. 


