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The most immediate barrier facing state Farm-to
School programs is the lack of an effective and economically sound distribution model for farm products delivered to the schools. As mentioned in the introduction, a
few states, like North Carolina, carry locally grown produce to the schools through government delivery (USDA,
2003). But many states, like Oklahoma, have privatized
distribution. During its pilot program, Oklahoma FTS
produce was distributed through a partnership with the
Department of Defense (DoD), which contracted with
smaller distributors for delivery of locally grown products
in 144 schools. The DoD is in the process of changing its
contracting practices, thus necessitating that Oklahoma
schools make their own plans for distribution in farm-toschool programs. Variations in school sizes, geographic
dispersal of the schools and proximity to farmers make
the use of a single distribution model unfeasible for most
states.
States have adopted many different models for meeting their distribution needs. A community foods project
director in New Jersey at Rutgers University identified
the need for “making the best use of existing distribution
channels” with regard to farm-to-school programs (Sullivan, 2003). Likewise, FTS programs in many other states
have faced the challenge of overcoming local distribution
barriers to grow their FTS projects.

Table 14 on the following page provides a summary
of information received from FTS program coordinators
in various states. The information was obtained via an email survey in May 2009, so it is possible that some program changes have taken place since the information was
provided. However, the findings from the survey provide
a consistent picture: distribution barriers affect the ability
of programs to both maintain and grow. Additionally, the
information provides evidence that states make use of any
and all available resources to establish their distribution
channels, and there is no “one-size-fits all” distribution
model.

Because each state has its own unique FTS program
opportunities and limitations, the means of distributing
fresh, local produce to schools may be producer-specific.
The optimal distribution system for a producer is a function of the quantity of produce available, the proximity of
the producer to schools wanting that produce, and sometimes even the special considerations for handling the produce in transit (see the Food Safety section). As examples
of two different distribution systems supplying produce
to many of the same schools, consider the cases of two
Oklahoma-based producers: Perennial Produce and Peach
Crest Farms.
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Arkansas
Sylvia Blain,
Arkansas Local Foods
Initiative

• Limited processing for products, sweet potato sticks are a favorite.
• Some small distributors provide products to participating schools.
• One group of producers is trying to start their own distribution system.

California
Vanessa Zajfen,
Farm to Institution
Program Coordinator,
Center for Food &
Justice

• Some schools receive produce directly from individual farmers or farmer cooperatives.
• Some schools source their local produce through distributors or wholesalers, which also deliver other
products.
• Some schools pick up their local produce directly from farmers’ markets.
• There is also a Farmers’ Market Association that takes/facilitates orders for schools and coordinates
deliveries by the farmers.

Colorado
Jim Dyer,
Colorado Liaison,
Southwest Marketing
Network

• Most FTS distribution is “ad hoc” at this time.
• As an example, for Durango the FTS food is delivered to a central cooler then distributed to each of the
ten schools.

Georgia
Erin Croom,
Farm-to-School
Coordinator,
Georgia Organics

Maine
Amy Winston,
Regional Coordinator/
Director,
National FTS Network

Missouri
Mary Hendrickson,
Project Coordinator,
Food Circles Networking Project

• Currently no K-12 FTS food procurement/distribution system for public schools.
• There are a few instances of FTS purchases by private schools in Atlanta and Emory University.

• Distribution by farmers, farmer cooperatives and wholesalers.
• Small niche distributors target local food markets while large wholesale distributors sell primarily
Maine apples and potatoes.
• Missouri FTS is a “piecemeal project” with many options used to meet the needs of the participants.
• One Kansas City area farmers cooperative is supplying retail markets but is also a de facto FTS supplier
for area schools.
• At least one university has convinced a large distributor to start sourcing local products.
• Distribution is the key issue impacting success.

Perennial Produce has been in the watermelon business
for more than 20 years. Perennial Produce originally became associated with the Oklahoma Farm-to-School Program as the broker for Ramming Produce, Sugar Creek
Brand watermelons, in Hinton, Oklahoma during the pilot program of Farm-to-School. When Bob Ramming decided to retire in 2007, Kevin Hughes took control of the
Sugar Creek brand and started a watermelon farm near
Hinton, Oklahoma. Kevin, having close ties to southwest
Oklahoma through his wife, purchased a closed peanut
cooperative facility near Albert, Okla. and 140 adjoining
acres. Kevin, along with daughter Shayli, father-in-law
Bruce Price, and longtime friend Bob Ramming (former
Sugar Creek owner), grow the fabulous seedless watermelons that are distributed across the state to more than
60 school districts in the FTS program.
Perennial Produce does business with farmers from
Oklahoma to Mexico and deals only with watermelons,
both seeded and seedless. Perennial is strictly a wholesale
operation, shipping to grocery stores nationwide, food
distributors and FTS programs in Oklahoma and Texas.
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• NC Department of Agriculture picks up and distributes produce for the FTS program via their Food DisNorth Carolina
tribution Program and its fleet of trucks.
Tommy Fleetwood,
Ag Marketing Specialist,
NC Dept. of Ag.
• Seedless watermelons and cantaloupe have been the primary produce item distributed through the stateOklahoma
wide program that works largely with independent food distributors (vendors) to deliver the produce
Chris Kirby,
to the schools
FTS Coordinator,
OK Dept. of Ag, Food & • Schools that participate in the Department of Defense (DoD) Fresh Produce Commodities Program are
assigned a produce vendor for commodity deliveries by DoD and can receive FTS product through
Forestry
the same vendor but not through a DoD contract.
• Some schools are receiving produce grown by a farmer that is directly delivered.
• Some schools are receiving produce through an independently owned distributor that picks up the produce from several farms and delivers to the school.
• In RI most school districts are managed by food service corporations that require the use of a disRhode Island
tributor, which purchases FTS products from local farmers and makes deliveries to the schools.
Kimberly Sporkmann,
• Very few schools purchase directly from the farmer, but those that do have the farmer make the
FTS Specialist,
deliveries.
Kids First

Tennessee
Lisa Long,
FTS Coordinator,
Jubilee Project

• Currently focused mainly in Hancock and Hawkins Counties, and the largest school system has 17
schools spread throughout 80 mountainous miles.
• School systems require the same products go to all schools in their system, which prevents the development of pilot schools.
• Distribution is the primary problem facing FTS expansion.

Texas
Andrew Smiley,
FTS Project Director,
Sustainable Food
Center

• Texas FTS has two districts with pilot schools.
• Districts follow a regular outside bidding process for produce.
• District distributes call for bid/awards contract and has contact information for local farmers.
• Pilot schools contract fresh fruits and vegetables, as do some private schools.
• Costs for handling covered by a discounted markup by one local distributor.

Perennial’s distribution system and industry knowledge
base was already established when pilot programs with
Oklahoma’s FTS began in 2004. The original pilot program consisted of 300 cases of seedless watermelon going to four school districts via one distributor. However,
in 2009 the program delivered more than 8,500 cases of
seedless watermelons to 50 school districts and 4 universities using 12 distributors.
Perennial’s melons, which include specific varieties
of seedless watermelons, are highly sought after across
the United States for their flavor and freshness. Because
Perennial handles melons from Oklahoma to South Texas,
the company has virtually no direct-to-school deliveries in
Oklahoma. Instead, Perennial employs a full-time logistics, shipping and invoicing person to oversee dispersion
of the melons to the distributors who service Oklahoma
schools and their other wholesale accounts.
Although Kevin Hughes admits the FTS program
accounts for a small portion of his sales (approximately
1-2%), he views the FTS program as an opportunity to
get new, young customers for his melons and watermelons in general. His philosophy is one of generic commod-

ity marketing: if they like to eat watermelons at school,
they’ll want to eat watermelons at home – and hopefully
some of those melons for at-home consumption will be
from Perennial. Perennial Produce has gained additional
business through its FTS distribution contacts.
Perennial maintains a Good Agricultural Practices
(GAP) program for its fields. Additionally, the company
has an established food safety plan for both the farm and
the packing shed in Texas. The new packing shed in Albert will be third-party certified in 2010.
As Susan Bergen likes to say, “My husband came
from a farming family, I came from Boston.” However,
having learned to love the farming lifestyle, Susan is now
the name and face associated with Peach Crest Farm,
located in Stratford, Oklahoma. Peach Crest has 9,000
peach trees, various other fruit trees (in much smaller
quantities) and a packing shed for handling the peaches
and other field crops. Peaches that don’t have the perfect
appearance for sale as fresh produce are processed into
Peach Crest’s line of jarred products, including jam, salsa,
mustard and barbecue sauce at a small food processing
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facility in Tahlequah, Oklahoma. They also grow a variety of vegetable crops, including but not limited to cantaloupe, tomatoes, onions and lettuce. Twelve acres are
certified organic.
Susan tells her customers, “When it is right off the
farm fresh, you can taste the difference. You won’t believe it until you try it for yourself.”
Peach Crest Farm combines field, hoop house and
soon greenhouse production for a year-round supply of
fresh fruits and vegetables. Peach Crest is currently supplying fresh produce to restaurants, schools, universities
and hospitals. The operation also sells products at local
farmers markets, through the Oklahoma Food Cooperative (www.oklahomafood.coop), and through several
large grocery chains – including Walmart. In essence, the
farm is a combination of direct retail and wholesale businesses.
With growth has come the need to use a diverse distribution strategy. Early on, Peach Crest rented a 32-foot
refrigerated trailer to make deliveries to customers, including cantaloupes marketed through the FTS program.
Some deliveries, such as distributions to farmers’ markets
and close-by restaurants and schools, are still made using
a pickup truck hauling a refrigerated trailer. However, the
increasing number of delivery points has made the Bergens realize the value of outsourcing some distribution
activities.
Peach Crest recently contracted some distribution
services with Urban Agrarian, a new and locally owned
distributor/marketer of exclusively Oklahoma-grown and
Oklahoma-processed products. Urban Agrarian can drop
off fresh produce at schools or universities, pick up processed food items as a backhaul and even deliver fresh
and processed food products to the larger distribution
warehouses that service some FTS schools.
For the first time, Peach Crest Farm pre-sold a large
portion of its cantaloupes destined for the state 2009-2010
FTS program to distributors. Doing so required assistance
finalizing the required paperwork, guidance on procedures with distributors (e.g. purchase orders, delivery appointments), and networking with contact people at the
warehouses. Chris Kirby, the FTS coordinator with the
Oklahoma Department of Agriculture, Food and Forestry,
provided that assistance. Chris even traveled with Susan
on the first round of deliveries to introduce Susan to the
delivery contacts.
Peach Crest has established a food safety plan for the
farm and successfully completed third-party certification
for their field and packing shed. The Bergens also have
learned best practices for boxes, palletizing, strapping
produce on pallets (versus shrink wrapping), and loading trailers properly. Their work has paid off, resulting
in additional opportunities for separate purchases for the
distributor accounts.
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“It is an honor to be part of the process reuniting
children with locally grown food,” said Susan
Bergen, owner of Peach Crest Farm. “There is
nothing more gratifying than children enjoying produce from our farm.” (Above: Susan and
Shawn Bergen with their locally grown cantaloupes.)
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