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Healthy Food Safe Food - Farm to Table Focus Group Case Study 
 
Introduction 
The Healthy Food Safe Food Project (HFSF) is a collaboration between University of Minnesota 
Extension and the Minnesota Department of Health (MDH). Many factors pointed to the need for 
a formative evaluation of the food regulatory system, including experiences collected within both 
organizations, knowledge gained during the Minnesota Food Charter creation, and others.  
 
This project identified points of action on 
challenges that can be addressed by agencies, 
organizations, and food policy networks 
throughout Minnesota to increase access to 
food that is both safe and healthy across the 
state. Specific HFSF project goals were to:  
 

● Increase understanding of how food 
regulations shape access to healthy food for 
those who have the greatest barriers to 
access such as SNAP recipients, low 
income populations, and others most 
impacted by health inequities 

● Identify food safety rules, regulations, and 
policies that hinder healthier foods choices. 
Some regulations, meant to ensure that we 
have safe foods, may make it harder for 
people to access healthy foods 

● Develop strategies to change policies, 
systems, and environments to make it 
easier for food businesses to provide 
healthy food while ensuring food safety  

● Create resources that make it easier to 
navigate the regulatory system, ensure food 
safety, and access the markets to meet the 
increasing demand for healthy, fresh foods 

● Prioritize 10 important regulatory barriers to 
food access for SNAP recipients, low 
income populations, and others most 
affected by health inequities and create an 
action plan (systemic processes, 
communications, educational, and specific 
regulatory barriers/issues) to address these 
barriers . 

 

Why the HFSF Initiative? 
by Tim Jenkins, MDH 

 
Food safety regulators assess and control risk for 
acute illness from the farm and along all points in the 
distribution chain until the consumer obtains or 
consumes the food product. Food access professionals 
assess “food environments” in communities and in a 
variety of settings in order to plan and implement 
strategies to ensure all communities have equitable 
and reliable access to a sufficient amount of safe, 
healthy food. Both food safety and food access are 
equally important to public health. The Food and 
Agriculture Organization (FAO) of the United Nations 
declared in 1992 that access to safe and nutritious 
food is a basic human right. The World Health 
Organization (WHO) stresses that food safety must 
accompany food and nutrition security, and the 2015 
World Health Day focused on food safety from farm to 
plate.  Both the United States Department of 
Agriculture (USDA) and the Food and Drug 
Administration (FDA) have strong programs to promote 
food safety and healthy foods.  The State of Minnesota 
also places high value on safe, healthy food and is 
recognized widely for excellence in both areas. 
 
Minnesota is also considered one of the healthiest 
states in the country. However, a statewide 
assessment has found that not all Minnesotans have 
the same chances to be healthy. Those with less 
money, and populations of color and American Indians, 
consistently have less opportunity for health and 
experience worse health outcomes.  There is an urgent 
need to eliminate barriers for low-income and other 
populations experiencing inequitable access to healthy, 
safe food.  Efforts to make healthier food available and 
accessible are, in some cases, hindered by rules, 
regulations, and policies designed to keep people safe 
from foodborne illness. Conversely, the transition to a 
fresher, more healthful, food system with more 
involvement of community members in learning food 
skills and handling food comes with the need for food 
safety education and strengthening of food safety 
practices.   There are also broader issues like the need 
to strengthen the regulatory system’s capacity to 
respond to emerging innovative businesses, farm to 
table, that are responding to increasing demand for 
equitable access to healthy, safe foods.  
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This case study is specifically focused on the discussion points of action identified within the 
Farm-to-Table Focus Group meeting held at the University of Minnesota in November 2015 and 
supported in part by the Local Foods Advisory Committee through their Bush grant project. 
Participant backgrounds include farmer, child care provider, school food service director, food 
truck manager, community kitchen operator, and hunger relief system administrator.  

 
 
Focus Group Needs, Ideas, and Priorities 
Focus group participants were engaged and passionate about providing healthy food.  They 
recognized the urgency to address health issues associated with the food supply and the 
obligation Minnesota has to advance health equity. Participants also had extensive experience 
providing safe food to the public and placed high priority on food safety. People owning and 
operating food businesses would like help in transitioning to a healthier, more equitable food 
business model.  Their top needs, ideas, and priorities were: 

● Develop grants, funding, loans options for facility equipment and start-up costs 
● Provide technical assistance to market healthy foods 
● Prioritize assistance to small and non-profit food operations that especially face 

regulatory barriers and often are the ones serving people of lower income or with other 
food access challenges 

● Provide food safety systems, education, and training 
● Support food hubs or other food distribution infrastructure for small growers and food 

businesses - the state was seen as playing a role in this since it supports other types of 
essential infrastructure 

● Create easy-to-navigate regulatory and licensing process at the State and Local levels 
● Re-design regulatory process to foster transparency and collaboration between regulator 

and business operator 
● Centralize sources of information for food safety and for contacting the appropriate 

regulatory staff to meet the needs of food businesses 
● Implement a statewide service to match local farmers to restaurants, grocery stores, 

food shelves and institutions looking for local foods 
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Barriers and Potential Solutions (As Identified by Focus Group)  
Throughout the course of the focus group, different barriers to offering both healthy and safe 
food across Minnesota were raised. The following is an overview of the barriers discussed: 
 
Licensing 
Some organizations are required to hold multiple licenses, even though they are held to the 
same food safety standards for each license. This cost makes it difficult to start and stay in a 
business 

 
 
Example: a food truck needs a mobile food vendor license to sell on the 
street. If they want to go off-street, they need a catering license. If they 
want to do a special event, they need a special event license. In addition, 
a food truck may need a license in more than one county. 
 

Focus group participants noted that the bureaucracy is difficult to navigate. There is no single 
source of information on inspection and licensing, so trying to figure out what a new business or 
new effort requires is challenging. “[The licensing system is] Difficult to navigate. The 
bureaucracy is deep. There are people at the city level who are very helpful, but you have to 
find them. Trying to figure out what you need is a nightmare. There is no one source.” 

 
Participants also discussed the need to cultivate a relationship with their inspector. They 
perceived it as a responsibility of the licensee to develop a relationship with their inspector in 
order to have greater success. One licensee purposefully sought out a sanitarian who was open 
to her vision, and then she worked closely with the inspector as she implemented her vision.  

 
Example: “When I first came to the school district, I had a sanitarian who 
wasn't a visionary. He was very [particular] about food practices, and I knew 
that I could never bring in local food. And so I asked for another health 
inspector. And so when we started moving forward bringing in local products, I 
worked very closely with her to set up guidelines and whatnot.” 
 

Another barrier mentioned by participants was that rules can be interpreted very differently 
among inspectors and by businesses. “Interpretation is key. I've butted heads with some city 
inspectors over lots of things. (I ask,) ‘Even though it doesn't say?’ (and they reply,) “Well, that's 
how we interpret it.” Well, how am I supposed to know that? It's not spelled out. There's that 
grey area and so interpretation is everything at that point.” 
  
When a change is required, these changes often frustrate food business operators because 
inspectors say what shouldn’t be done but don’t offer direction for resources that could help 
correct the issue.  
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Example: “From the perspective of the farmer, we've got barriers and conflicts 
thrown at us all over the map…Most of us who grow vegetables are independent 
[producers] and it's something new and there's no support system. I wanted to 
get direction from the Department of Health and the inspector about what I'd 
need [to build a storage and washing facility on my farm]. There was absolutely 
no help. I understand that because…everything is up to interpretation… In 
actuality a lot of these policies really don't mean anything, it's just something for 
the lawyers to talk about when there's a problem. 
 

Participants went on to point out that it seemed like the most difficult issues, relating to 
licensing, occurred during the startup phase of a project. 
 
One recommendation was that licenses be streamlined to make it easier to know what is 
required so licensees can more easily implement their business vision. It would be helpful to 
have resource materials developed that licensing agencies can give to licensees, showing 
where they can get additional help. 
 
Example: “This is probably putting a lot on the licensing people, like MDH, but when they go 
out to do an inspection or when they provide licensing, do they sit down and talk to the farmer, 
or the caterer, or the restaurant about, "Here's this list of resources”? “Here's this Minnesota 
Craigslist for networking. Here's where you can go for networking." There needs to be some 
central place that's getting this information to somebody. It seems to make sense for me...To 
give those licenses, not just your inspection and your food safety, but "We are here, we are 
going to share some resources with you." 
 
Recommendations also included looking to the food shelves as another model of how to do food 
safety inspections in which inspectors play a more supportive role. 
 
Food Sampling 
Beyond licensing challenges, focus group participants dug into food samples as a specific 
challenge area. They talked about food shelves needing to have a three-compartment sink for 
food sampling, cumbersome farmers market rules, and changed SNAP-Ed priorities that limit 
their educators abilities to conduct food sampling as a way to encourage students to try new 
foods. 

 
 
Example: “What better way to get kids and families excited about fruits and 
vegetables than by letting them taste things? But the regulations for sampling, at 
the farmers markets, even if it's just an apple, there has to be a sink*. So they 
have to make all these provisions for it and it just seems a little bit overboard. I 
understand if it's prepared, there's a little bit more involved and it needs to be a 
certain temperature and such. But even if it's fresh food?” 
*(The Farmers Market Sampling Rule (2013) no longer requires a sink to sample at a 
farmers market and establishes alternative guidelines to follow to sample at a farmers 
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market, however the above indicates a need for effective, comprehensive, sustained 
communications so that all can benefit from the change.  Providing equitable access to education 
and communication is key to the success of regulatory changes.) 

 
For food sampling, it was recommended that help be provided so food shelves can partner with 
SHIP and Extension to offer and promote healthier foods in a safe manner. One way of 
promoting healthy foods would be to find a way to offer food samples at food shelves. As part of 
this process, participants wanted to examine current sampling rules and create more ‘common 
sense’ food safety rules around sampling.  

 
Example: Look at some common sense food safety rules, like, do food 
shelves really need a 3-compartment sink in order to sample fresh 
produce? Maybe they do, but is there just some really simple things? That 
to me I see as … maybe we don't want them cooking, but can we at least 
get them so they are able to sample produce. Minnesota Extension can't 
even go in and sample produce anymore.  

 
Successes within the Licensing System  
Focus group participants had a chance to identify times when things go well with licensing 
agencies. Specifically, things had gone well when the licensing agencies was… 
 

● ...forward thinking. 
 
Example: “Olmsted County is, "Let's move forward." They supported our initiatives and bringing 
in local foods, and guided us through the process. You handle local vegetables differently than 
you do coming through your vendor. Covered with dirt*…. So they helped us through all that.”  
 *(Expectations of product cleanliness is an attribute that can be specified by the buyer. Working  

   directly with the buyer can clarify these expectations.) 
 

● ...supportive of bringing in local foods. 
 

● ...working with you (helps you deal with new issues, helps you figure out problems, and 
makes things work). 

 
Example: “As much as I've said I've come up against roadblocks with the City of Minneapolis, 
they’ve been more than willing to work with us on something that didn't exist before. They are 
willing to take a look at that and they are very progressive in that way…Five years ago when I 
opened this business, it was a shared commercial cooking space with a cooking school and a 
little bit of retail and catering. They didn't know what to do with us: ‘Where are we going to put 
you?’ They didn't have anywhere to put me, (but) I didn't fault them for that since they figured it 
out and made it work. But, I also feel like there are more shared commercial kitchen spaces 
(now). There probably could be a designation so that everybody is following the same 
guidelines, or the inspectors know what to look for when they come in. The City of Minneapolis 
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is very innovative in trying to get things to work. The drawback is that the City of Minneapolis is 
so big; it's harder to maneuver quickly.” 

 
How Participants Currently Address Issues 
Participants said they are trying to push barriers and do their best to make money within the 
current system. They try to let the public know what they are doing and to make noise, “As far 
as breaking down those barriers, it’s just sort of slogging through it - doing your best to make 
money with the higher costs that are incurred [when] trying to do the right thing. I don't know 
other than just sort of plowing ahead and trying to make noise about it and making the rest of 
the public know, I think that's the best that we can do.”  
 
Some participants said that the biggest barrier is not regulation; it’s getting consumers to want 
healthy foods. In addition, they said that the demand for healthy foods is increasing and need 
the assistance of the public sector to help provide a food infrastructure that was more conducive 
to making fresh, healthy, safe foods more available and accessible.*  

*Facilitator Note: The above paragraph expresses sentiments that are contradictory; however, it is 
important to acknowledge both of these perspectives as valid in context of a complex food system 
and the expressed needs to both create and meet demands for healthy, safe food. 

 
Local public health (including SHIP and Extension), with partners and food businesses from 
farm to table, can help improve the food environment in Minnesota communities by making it 
easier for businesses to provide the healthy and safe choice to their customers and clients.  
Food safety regulators can clarify and consolidate food safety resources as well as seek out 
partners in public health and nutrition.  Together, these partners can work to solve the 
challenges that arise when the objectives of increasing access to healthy foods clash with the 
equally important objectives of food safety.  


