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Introduction

Across the country, farmers markets have become key actors 
in a burgeoning “food access” movement. The concept of 
“food access” builds on long-held goals such as reducing 
hunger, building community food security, promoting public 
health, advocating for food justice, and/or supporting local 
agriculture. While terms such as “food security” broadened the 
focus from calories to the quality, desirability, and consistency 
of family diets, the term “food access” also considers where 
people are able to shop and how they can get there. Food 
access acknowledges that many neighborhoods or towns don’t 
have grocery stores with fresh, healthy foods that are 
affordable and/or within geographic reach of low income 
families. In this way, food access programs seek to address 
both economic and physical barriers to a healthy diet that low-
income people face.

Farmers markets are especially well suited to their role in the 
food access movement because they can provide a ready-made 
solution for places that lack brick-and-mortar grocery stores 
and other appropriate retail food outlets. Albeit on a seasonal 
basis, farmers markets are renowned for transforming parking 
lots, parks, or main streets into vibrant places of community-
based commerce. In addition, farmers markets have the 
flexibility to design their vendor and product mix to meet the 
food preferences of different cultures.

Despite long-standing critiques as being expensive and 
catering to elite shoppers, farmers markets play a specific role 
in implementing two federal nutrition assistance or food access 
programs. The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program 
(SNAP) and the Farmers Market Nutrition Program (FMNP) 
are designed to provide individuals and families “in need with 
access to food and a more healthful diet” (Dixit-Joshi et al. 
2013). In the case of FMNP, the program is explicitly designed 
to ensure these purchases are made directly from farmers at 
farmers markets and farm stands.

The purpose of this report is to aggregate and assess SNAP and 
FMNP sales at farmers markets in Washington State over a 
five-year period from 2010 to 2014. Tracking the scope and 
impact of food access programs at farmers markets is 
challenging on multiple fronts.

There are a variety of government agencies involved, each 
with their own goals and clients. The federal and state 
administrative policies are regularly changing. The amount, 
timing, and sources of funding tend to be uncertain from year 
to year. The point of sale and electronic benefits equipment, 
services, and costs are in a period of transition. And farmers 
markets themselves have had to figure out how to stretch their 
capacity to manage additional bookkeeping, do data collection, 
train themselves and vendors on programs rules, work with 
new partners, and outreach to SNAP and FMNP clients.

This report aggregates data provided by the Washington State 
Department of Social and Health Services (DSHS) and 
Washington State Department of Health (DOH), the two key 
agencies responsible for SNAP and FMNP programs, 
respectively. In addition, this report includes data from a recent 
Washington State University (WSU) Small Farms Program 
pilot project that provided Electronic Benefits Transfer (EBT), 
credit and debit technology to farmers markets, and collected 
data on specialty crop sales.

Farmers markets can be key assets and active partners in 
improving food access at the neighborhood, city, county and 
statewide levels (Briggs, et al. 2010). In Washington State, a 
recent survey of farmers markets found that “serving low-
income community members” was an important goal for over 
70% of market organizations. Moreover, improving their 
community’s “access to fresh farm produce” or “access to 
healthy foods” was the primary motivation for starting a third 
of farmers markets (Ostrom and Donovan 2013).

These federal nutrition programs have catalyzed many farmers 
markets to independently create partnerships with their local 
Women, Infant, and Children (WIC), Senior Farmers Market 
Nutrition Program and SNAP program managers. Farmers 
market organizations have also independently created their 
own local food access programs.

TB44E  |  Page 2  |  extension.wsu.edu

WSU EXTENSION  |  ACCEPTED HERE! FOOD ACCESS PROGRAMS AT WASHINGTON STATE FARMERS MARKETS



 Examples from Washington State farmers markets include 
distributing “Helping Harvest Vouchers” to food bank clients 
to purchase food from farm vendors; organizing cooking 
demonstrations that emphasize healthy and affordable meals; 
sponsoring monthly “senior” days at the market; donating 
“market bucks” to food pantries and other agencies doing local 
outreach to low-income shoppers, as well as providing “how 
to” training on gardening and food preservation. A 2010 
survey found that 86% of farmers markets in Washington State 
donate produce to their local food bank, pantry, soup kitchen, 
or shelter (Ostrom and Donovan 2013). In 2013, the 
Washington State Farmers Market Association (WSFMA) 
created a Farmers Market Access Partnership (FMAP), a 
network for markets, state agencies, non-profit partners, and 
public health groups to share information and increase 
collaboration. FMAP provides streamlined information about 
FMNP and SNAP programs for farmers market organizers and 
community partners; facilitates farmers markets’ engagement 
in policy; and problem-solves challenges to implementing 
Point of Sale (POS) technology, food benefit redemptions, and 
other issues.

Federal Nutrition Assistance 
Programs at Farmers Markets

Dating back to the Great Depression, federal nutrition 
assistance programs have an over 80-year history in the United 
States. Today food assistance programs are administered by 
the Food and Nutrition Service (FNS) of the United States 
Department of Agriculture (USDA) and have grown to include 
15 different programs. Nutrition programs are the largest 
proportion of farm bill spending and are currently utilized by 
one in four Americans each year (USDA FNS 2014). In the 
most recent farm bill, known as the Agricultural Act of 2014, 
80% or over $391 billion is projected to be spent on nutrition 
programs between 2014 and 2018 (USDA ERS 2014). All 
federal food assistance programs are administered in 
partnership with state and tribal governments.

The two federal nutrition assistance programs that directly 
affect farmers markets in Washington State are the 
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) and the 
Farmers Market Nutrition Program (FMNP). FMNP 
encompasses a program for WIC clients, which is funded 
through the Child Nutrition Reauthorization Act, and a 
program for low-income seniors which funded through the 
farm bill. Table 1 provides an overview of these two programs’ 
key features.

The funding levels for SNAP and FMNP is a function of 
policies, politics, and demand created by overall economic 
conditions. Both SNAP and FMNP are federal programs with 
state partnerships. In the case of the combined WIC and Senior 
FMNP program, roughly half of the funding comes from the 
State of Washington. Without state funding as a match, WIC 
FMNP would not receive federal funding and therefore not be 
available in Washington.

Historically and currently, FMNP is the far larger program in 
terms of total redemptions at farmers markets. In 2014, FMNP 
redemptions exceeded a million dollars whereas SNAP 
redemptions were just over $425,000. However, in terms of 
trends, SNAP redemptions at Washington farmers markets 
have increased by 82% since 2010, while FMNP has decreased 
by 23% in the same period (Figure 1).

Historically and currently, FMNP is also the far larger program 
in terms of number of participating farmers markets. In 2014, 
the FMNP authorized 126 farmers markets to participate in its 
program. (They also authorized 71 farm stands; however, for 
the purposes of this report we are focusing only on the farmers 
market activities.) Whereas, in 2014, there were 74 farmers 
markets in Washington that had been authorized by USDA’s 
Food and Nutrition Service to accept SNAP. This represents a 
far smaller proportion of farmers markets in Washington; 
however, the number of farmers markets able to accept SNAP 
is growing: there has been a 48% increase in last five years 
alone (Table 2; Figure 2). This is due in large part to the 
enormous effort made by the USDA and partners to help 
farmers markets accept SNAP benefits.

If we look at the average redemptions per farmers market, 
these trends are echoed. FMNP is the larger program, and had 
greater average sales per market from 2010 to 2014. However, 
the average redemption of SNAP at farmers markets has grown 
23% while the average FMNP redemptions decreased 24% in 
the same period (Table 2; Figure 2). What this data fails to 
capture is the wide range in both FMNP and SNAP 
redemptions at farmers markets. For example, in 2014, there 
were 18 farmers markets with over $20,000 in sales from 
FMNP alone. Of these 18 farmers markets, four had FMNP 
redemptions over $40,000. Many farmers markets located in 
and serving low-income communities rely heavily on FMNP 
and SNAP to attract shoppers, generate farm sales, and sustain 
their market operations.
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The next section looks at each of these federal nutrition assistance programs in detail and examines findings from a Washington 
State University Small Farms Program research project that assessed the economic potential of SNAP Electronic Benefits 
Transfer (EBT) and credit/debit card technology at farmers markets.

 

Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) and Farmers 
Markets

The federal government started the first national “food stamp” program in 1939 to help alleviate hunger. At that time, people 
literally purchased orange or blue stamps which they could use to buy food. Later the program evolved from stamps to paper 
coupons. The program name officially changed from “food stamps” to the “Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program” in 
October 2008. Today, it is referred to as the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) in 28 states, the District of 
Columbia, Guam and the Virgin Islands; the “Food Stamp Program” in seven states; and by a variety of different names in the 
remaining 16 states (USDA FNS 2012). In Washington State, the SNAP program is officially called “Basic Food” although 
practitioners also frequently refer to it as “SNAP,” “SNAP EBT,” “EBT,” or food stamps. The program has evolved beyond its 
original focus on meeting people’s basic caloric needs to placing “added emphasis of promoting healthful food consumption” and 
local sourcing (Dixit-Joshi et al. 2013). Farmers markets are a core part of the USDA’s strategy “to improve access to locally 
grown produce for nutrition assistance program recipients” (Dixit-Joshi et al. 2013).
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Historically, farmers at farmers markets accepted and 
redeemed food stamps through a paper voucher system (Dixit-
Joshi et al. 2013). In 1996, the Personal Responsibility and 
Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act mandated that states 
transition from the paper food stamps to Electronic Benefit 
Transfer (EBT) cards in order to “increase SNAP efficiency, 
reduce participation stigma, and reduce fraud” (Dixit-Joshi et 
al. 2013). In Washington State, the transition from paper food 
stamps to EBT was fully rolled out by November 1, 1999 
(Hulsey et al. 2013).

From this point forward, farmers markets needed a Point of 
Sale (POS) terminal or card reader in order to accept SNAP 
benefits. To address this transition, many states provided free, 
wired EBT card readers. However, the wired EBT card readers 
required both electricity and a telephone line. Unlike other 
retail outlets, most farmers markets in Washington are 
outdoors and lack this basic infrastructure. The new 
technology also required additional bookkeeping and other 
administrative expenses, creating new challenges for farmers 
markets with limited staff capacity. Consequently, the change 
from paper to EBT cards dramatically reduced the use of food 
stamps at farmers markets across the state (Farmers Market 
Access Project Advisory Committee 2012). Nationally, food 
stamp sales at farmers markets and farm stands decreased from 
$9.2 million in 1992 to a low of $1.6 million in 2007 (Briggs et 
al. 2010). Since then an enormous investment in outreach and 
technical support has been made by farmers markets, state 
farmers market associations, the national Farmers Market 
Coalition, and private funders. There have been many 
challenges to implementing and sustaining SNAP programs at 
farmers markets (Dixit-Joshi et al. 2013; Briggs et al. 2010; 
Blaustein-Rejto 2015). Nevertheless, nationally there are now 
5,175 farmers markets and farmers that are authorized to 
accept SNAP (USDA ERS 2015). The total amount of SNAP 
benefits redeemed at farmers markets has rebounded to over 
$18.8 million, an increase of 154% since 2010 (Figure 3). 
However, the amount of SNAP redeemed at farmers markets, 
while growing, remains under 0.030% of the overall SNAP 
spending (Blaustein-Rejto 2015).

Following national trends, wireless POS card readers have 
replaced wired card readers and grant-funded projects have 
helped a growing number of farmers markets in Washington 
set up EBT programs using tokens or other scrip. A turning 
point was when the “Local Farms, Healthy Kids Act,” was 
passed by the Washington State legislature in 2008. This 
legislation provided $50,000 to the WSFMA to (1) help 
farmers markets accept wireless electronic payment cards, (2) 
increase access to fresh fruits and vegetables and quality meat 
and dairy for all Washington residents, and (3) increase the 
number of food stamp recipients able to use their EBT cards at 
farmers markets. This project was followed in 2010  by two 
programs, the “Farmers Market Access Project,” a partnership 
between the Public Health-Seattle & King County and the 
King County Agricultural Program, and the WSU Small Farms 
Program’s “Increasing High-Value, Specialty, and Sustainable 
Crop Sales through Farmers Markets: Assessing the Economic 
Potential of Electronic Benefits Transfer and Credit Card 
Capability” project funded by the Washington State 
Department of Agriculture (WSDA) Specialty Crop Block 
Grant Program (Ostrom et al. 2010-2013).

In Washington State, the amount of SNAP benefits redeemed 
at farmers markets has increased 82% in the last five years, 
from $234,515 in 2010 to $426,235 in 2014 (Figure 4). Part of 
this increase reflects improvements in technology. In 2010, 
19% of SNAP benefits were redeemed by farmers markets 
using a manual “voucher” system because the market didn’t 
have electricity for a wired Point of Sale machine or access to 
a wireless POS. By 2014, 99.6% of SNAP benefits at farmers 
markets were redeemed using EBT cards at a POS machine. 
During this same period, the overall number of annual SNAP 
transactions at farmers markets increased 143%; from 11,065 
in 2010 to 26,922 in 2014 (Figure 4). However, the average 
dollar amount per transaction decreased 25%, from $21.19 in 
2010 to $15.83 in 2014 (Table 3).

Mirroring national trends, the number of farmers markets in 
Washington State that are FNS “authorized SNAP retailers” 
has increased 48% since 2010 from 50 to 74 (Figure 5). 
Meanwhile, the average annual SNAP sales per farmers market 
has increased by 23%, from $4,690 in 2010 to $5,760 in 2014 
(Table 3; Figure 5). The highest average SNAP sales per 
farmers market was $6,197 in 2012.
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There are currently over 5,000 retailers authorized to accept 
SNAP benefits in Washington State 
(www.snapretailerlocator.com). According to USDA FNS, in 
2014, these retailers collectively served nearly 1.1 million 
people per month and redeemed $1.5 billion in SNAP benefits 
per year (Table 4). On average, in 2014, individual SNAP 
recipients received around $117 in food assistance benefits per 
month, down from $126 per month in 2013 (Table 4).

As with the national trend, farmers markets in Washington 
represented just 0.027% of all SNAP sales in 2014 (Table 4). 
While modest, this percentage has crept up over the last five 
years just as it has nationally. Advocates point to the social 
value of improving food access as one of the reasons to justify 
investment in EBT programs at farmers markets. The potential 
growth in SNAP sales for local farms and processors at 
farmers markets is another justification. Unlike FMNP, SNAP 
is available to customers year-round, it can be used to purchase 
a wider variety of items, and the average monthly benefits are 
far greater. Even if just 0.1% of SNAP were spent at 
Washington State farmers markets, it would potentially 
represent over $1.5 million in farm and processed food vendor 
sales.
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