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Farm to School: Dismantling Barriers to Local Food 
Stephanie Heim 

The Farm to School Leadership Team has been around for seven years, and involves eleven 
organizations in Minnesota. It was formed to coordinate Farm to School efforts in the state. Three-year 
goals for the Team were established in 2016. One of those goals is about making it easier for farmers to 
sell to schools. 

There is a perception that local food is less safe or not legal for schools to buy. This is a barrier to local 
food system including Farm to School programs. Some efforts have been made to address this over the 
past few years. There were Farm to Cafeteria workshops in 2010 that included information about 
legality of local food. There’s the Healthy Food Safe Food Action Guide developed under the Minnesota 
Food Charter. That perception is still widespread, though; and there’s confusion about what is legal. 

Example: Stephanie’s first experience in her job was listening to two school food service directors argue 
about what the requirements were for purchasing local carrots. Jane noted MISA still gets calls and 
emails from farmers and others who have been told a buyer can’t buy local product. SFA and U of MN 
Department of Horticultural Science have also had conversations about the mythology around 
purchasing local food. 

Large food service management companies may not be up to speed on local food procurement, and may 
provide incorrect information to schools. Part of the benefit of food service management companies is 
they can purchase in large quantities, and can make Minnesota-grown vegetables available to schools; 
but purchasing smaller amounts locally can be hard.  

MN Department of Education (MDE) just got a 0.5 FTE for Farm to School, as of July 1. MDE provides 
local procurement training for school nutrition supervisors.  

MN School Nutrition Association (MSNA) is part of the Farm to School Leadership Team. They are 
hosting a conference for school food service directors at the end of July at the Mayo Civic Center in 
Rochester. There will be sampling of foods there.  

Can we address the mythology through these channels that reach school personnel? This is a systemic 
issue.  

What is the messaging around local food? 
• MDA’s Selling and Serving Local Product fact sheet says to inspect the delivery vehicles, inspect 

the farms; emphasizes washing of local produce.  
• Is local produce held to a different standard? All produce should be washed by the food service 

that receives it, but that isn’t emphasized for non-local produce.  
• Buyers are already starting to ask farmers if they are FSMA-compliant. Buyers are concerned 

about inspection, GAPs certification.  
o Food service operators are busy and won’t take on the time and risk of asking questions 

of farmers to satisfy their concern about food safety. 
o Farmers need to be proactive about writing their on-farm food safety plans  

 Extension’s GAPs templates are available for farmers 
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o Noted that the farm food safety plans only address produce. There are other food 
products farmers want to sell. 

• Regulators are very important figures to school food services. School food service personnel 
trust what their inspectors tell them and don’t question it. Having regulators trained on local 
food so they give correct, up-to-date information would be helpful. 

• Local food systems need the blessing and involvements from MDA and MDH in order to get 
through barriers.  

o Minnesota Grown is good and helpful at promotion of local food. Ask their board and 
staff to have conversations about messaging. 
 Promote Explore Minnesota and Buy Minnesota; address consumer perceptions 

about local food 
• Some people think food has to come from a grocery store in order to be 

safe. 
 Minnesota Grown could have the conversations about funding, leveraging 

resources for a local food promotion campaign.  
o Regulators’ participation is needed to help dismantle barriers between buyers and 

farmers.  
 

How to affect training of regulators?  
New regulatory staff and new school food service staff are continually coming on board who are 
unfamiliar with local food, but education has not been continuous on the subject of local food. We need 
to move in the direction of continual training. 

• MDH’s Food Safety Partnership has regular webinars 
• MDA could focus inspector trainings on local food for a quarter 
• Extension – possibly create some train-the-trainer videos? 
• Do another round of Farm to Cafeteria trainings around the state. The previous round in 2010 

fostered good conversations between regulators and others. 
• Regulators’ breakfast every month is sponsored by MDH; this is a good venue for training. 
• MDE has a procurement page 

Actionable item: Focus on train-the-trainers (inspectors). There are a variety of venues where this could 
happen. 

 

Custom-Exempt Meat Sales on Facebook 
Kathy Zeman, Nicole Droher 

Kathy has seen an uptick in advertising of custom-exempt meats on Facebook. She has spoken with 
some of the sellers, and suspects farmers are being told by custom-exempt meat plant operators that 
the custom-exempt plant can’t sell the meat, but the farmer can sell it by the package. That is the way 
these farmers are justifying their sales. 
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Nicole noted that as long as the custom-exempt plants are correctly labeling meat packages with “Not 
for Sale,” she can’t require them to do more than that. She can’t require the custom-exempt plants to 
provide regulatory information to the farmers.  

The custom-exempt model is useful for farmers and should continue.  

Education of farmers could and should come from the local food community: 
• Education needs to be continuous. Have it at every farmer conference, every year. 
• Address confusion about custom-exempt plants. The plants themselves are licensed and 

inspected, but they do not have continuous inspection. 
o Some farmers are honestly confused about this. Some are only claiming confusion. 

• The MDA website is being re-platformed, with a better search engine. There is a push to have 
the information on it directed more toward the consumer. This could help with educating 
farmers and consumers about custom-exempt meat.  

• Cattlemen’s Associations are a potential conduit for information about meat sales regulations. 
Can we reach out? Farmers Union may be able to help. 

Meat sales compliance:  
• Nicole is the only compliance officer in the state. She has to do triage of cases based on risk. She 

does do some checking of Facebook and other online platforms. She can’t see private garage-
sale sites, and can only follow up with individuals if she gets an “accept.” 

• Kathy Z. does join the community groups and sites, and responds to about three Facebook posts 
per week. She is always trying to educate. 

• The MDA’s “Meat Minute” goes out to Equal-To plants and about 100 custom-exempt plants. 
That could be used to remind plants of the regulations for custom-exempt meat sales. 

Observation: most of the meat sales posts on Facebook are from new, small-scale, semi-hobby farmers. 
How to educate this group? 

• Extension’s Living on the Land workshop series targets hobby farmers, mostly within the outer-
ring suburbs and areas surrounding the metro. Could we contact the Small Farm Team and 
request they include meat sales regulations in their training? 

• Also Land Stewardship’s Farm Beginnings classes and Sustainable Farming Association’s 
Beginning Farmer Training, which reach more non-metro beginners. 

Observation: There are lots of spring rolls for sale on Facebook auction sites. These are made in home 
kitchens. Spring rolls and egg rolls are also popular items for fundraiser sales. 

• Spring rolls and egg rolls are potentially hazardous foods that are not allowed under Cottage 
Food Law and can’t legally be made in home kitchens. 

• MDH Food, Pools & Lodging is considering paying for sponsored posts on Facebook to address 
food regulations and food safety issues. This could be a cost-effective way to reach people with 
information.  
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Backhaul Project 
Ren Olive 

This is a project of the University of Minnesota Regional Sustainable Development Partnerships (UMN-
RSDPs), funded by a USDA AFRI grant (Agriculture and Food Research Institute). The goal is to connect 
small and medium farmers with wholesale buyers via existing infrastructure: grocery stores in small 
towns with fewer than 2,500 people; and the distributor trucks that serve those stores. 

The pilot project starts in August, with shipments of garlic. Ren’s role is to determine the applicable 
regulations. Having review by regulators is very powerful for buyers; therefore, Ren is requesting review 
of a fact sheet created for the project.  

Discussion of draft fact sheet: 

• Re: FSMA, the words “not covered” do not mean the same thing as “exempt.” FDA wants the 
words “not covered” to be used. In FDA’s view, no farm is exempt from following good food 
safety practices, even if the farm is not covered under the FSMA Produce Safety Rule. 

• This project is focused on backhauling of farmers’ product from pick-up locations at grocery 
stores to the distributor’s location, so there is no need to cover types of buyers other than 
distributors. 

• Question: What if six farmers pool their garlic and send one guy to meet the truck? Do the 
farmers need a wholesale food handler license to do this? 

• Question: How is cross-docking for less than 24 hours, which is an unlicensed activity, different 
from someone transporting a product for less than 24 hours? 

• Question about the purpose and audience for the document. Is it a cheerleading piece, or a fact 
sheet, or a report on the project? 

o Recommended to go with the report format. Many in the MDA and MDH are not 
familiar with backhauling; explain it better. 

• Question about farmer location relative to truck routes. If you’re first on the route, there isn’t 
much room on the truck. 

o Distributors’ truck routes are proprietary, closely-held information. The RSDPs are doing 
general mapping and surveying of garlic growers, and identifying locations with easy 
access for clusters of garlic growers. 

Request from Ren: Can the RSDPs state that LFAC has reviewed this document?  Consensus: Yes. 

 

Food | Ag | Ideas Week 
Lauren Mehler Pradhan 

Lauren directs Grow North at the University of Minnesota’s Carlson School of Management. It is a first 
stop for small scale food businesses. 
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Food | Ag | Ideas Week will be the week of October 8th. It has numerous sponsors and event hosts 
including Techstars (funded by Cargill and Ecolab), AURI, The Good Acre, MN Historical Society, Guthrie 
Theater.  

“Startup Week” already takes place with 12,000 attendees from other types of industries. Grow North 
wants food to be a part of that. The goal is to showcase food innovation in Minnesota through three 
days of events. 

• Bring together growers, entrepreneurs, University, and corporate entities to share ideas.  
• Shared kitchen event 
• K-12 school food service event 
• Food manufacturing tour 
• Farm technology tour 

There will be about 14 events spread across the three days. Rather than charge a single, large fee to 
cover the entire series of events, it will be a la carte with tickets about $15 per event. The goal of the fee 
structure is to make it available to a wide range of people in Minnesota. Grow North particularly wants 
to facilitate the participation of mid-level managers at corporations, to expose them to food and 
agriculture information they aren’t getting elsewhere. 

Last year, Grow North’s signature event series brought in 800 attendees across 9 events. This year they 
are hoping for 1,600 attendees across 14 events. There will be livestreaming through the first two days. 
Experts on various topics will speak; food ecosystem members will have networking opportunities. 
Lauren invites other groups to consider hosting an event in the same time frame, to take advantage of 
the focus on food and agriculture. 

 

FSMA Produce Safety Rule 
Katherine Simon, Annalisa Hultberg 

MDA Produce Safety Program 
• A Data Analyst position for the MDA Produce Safety Program will be opening next week. Tim 

Jenkins has had that position but is returning to MDH.  
• Lisa Baker and Heidi Hegman have joined the program as inspectors. They are taking online 

courses now as part of their training. 
• A training course is currently taking place in Minnesota on how to conduct an on-farm readiness 

review. FSMA Produce Safety Rule program personnel are coming from across the country to 
take the training. 

FSMA Training 
• 14 trainings for covered farms are planning in Minnesota for the fall and winter. The complete 

schedule will be out in a couple of weeks. 
• So far most attendees at trainings have been from farms not covered by FSMA. Smaller-scale 

farmers recognized that this is a good training. 
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• The primary focus of the upcoming trainings will be covered farms. There are an estimated 300 
covered farms in Minnesota, and only a small fraction of those have taken the required training 
so far. 
 

 

MDA Updates 
Nikki Neeser, Lisa Wetzel 

National Association of State Meat and Food Inspection Directors (NASMFID) 
 
Nikki is president of the national group this year, and arranged their annual conference in Bloomington, 
MN this year. Twenty-seven states are members of NASMFID, and 24 of those were represented at the 
conference. Wayne Martin and Jane Jewett spoke at the conference about LFAC. Wisconsin is interested 
in starting something similar to LFAC. 

 
New MDA Website 
 

• Thanks to LFAC members who submitted feedback. 
• Page use analysis on the old website showed that in the Meat/Poultry/Egg inspection section, 

the highest-use page was about how to cook venison. 
• The new website has better navigation and more plain language. 
• Moving forward there will be a Working Group to help with timely updates. 
• The Food and Feed web pages will receive more updates after the site is launched. 
• Request to update the LFAC web pages once the new site is launched; old links will break. 

Question about when the Licensing Wizard revision will be completed. MDA is still working on it; there 
have been scheduling issues. 

Sarah Leach noted the MDH is about six months behind MDA on new website development.  

 

Cottage Food Group 
A group of educators, attorneys, Cottage Food operators, and MDA regulators met on June 5 to launch a 
new working/advisory team for the Cottage Food law.  

This new group is a collaborative effort to address barriers and develop a common understanding of the 
law.  The goal is to reduce confusion and increase compliance by making sure all entities involved in 
education or training of Cottage Food operators will speak with one voice and stay up to date on 
changes and interpretations of the law. 

Upcoming opportunities for education: 
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• “Convergence Conference” coming up in January 2019, for the Minnesota Farmers’ Market 
Association and Minnesota Fruit & Vegetable Growers Association. There will be 3.5 hour mini-
conference for Cottage Food operators. 

• Carrie Rigdon and Suzanne Driessen will give Cottage Food talks on the U stage at the State Fair. 

Note re: Fair Food: the MN Farmers Union will be offering a rhubarb/blueberry cornbread cobbler with 
whipped cream, featuring all-Minnesota ingredients. 

 

Minnesota Food Code 
Linda Prail 

The revised Food Code is moving toward adoption. The Food Code team has filed Governor’s Form #3, a 
request for the governor’s permission to move toward adoption.  

There are a few more steps to get an Order of Adoption. 

After that, a Notice of Adoption will be published in the Minnesota State Register. January 1, 2019 will 
be the effective date of adoption. 

This has been an 8.5 year process. The next round of revision will start in February 2019. There will be an 
advisory committee. 

Question: Does the Food Code revision affect ServSafe training?  

Answer: Yes and no. The certification exam is aimed at the FDA standard. Mostly this will bring 
Minnesota into alignment with federal standards. 

 

Food Innovation Team 
Jane Jewett 

The Food Innovation Team, or FIT, is a new subcommittee of the Food Safety and Defense Task Force. It 
is almost officially established. The subcommittee has been approved by the Task Force, and it is now 
getting populated with members. Membership comes from eight categories:   

• MDA food regulatory staff 
• MDH food regulatory staff 
• MDA delegated authority regulator 
• MDH delegated authority regulator 
• Local food maker community 
• Local food farming community 
• Local/Regional Food System Expert or College/University Based  
• Non-regulatory Agency Food Safety Expert 
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The FIT concept is that it will take difficult licensing cases that have become stuck in the system 
somehow, and work toward a resolution. This is a role that LFAC has played to some degree, but FIT is 
an official body connected to a governor-appointed Task Force that is established in Minnesota Statute. 
Our hope is that institutionalizing FIT will make that untangling, resolving role into something that is 
expected and accepted within MDA and MDH. We have had tremendous participation on LFAC from 
individual regulators within MDA and MDH, but establishing FIT means the role of FIT will continue 
when individuals move on to other jobs or leave the agencies.   

FIT will meet on the same day as the Food Safety and Defense Task Force, six times per year. There is an 
intake form for FIT cases, which will be reviewed by the MDA Food Safety Program leadership before 
behind heard in a FIT meeting. Intake can be through agency channels, or through a community 
representative on the FIT.  

The concept for FIT was born in LFAC, and more specifically in the Bush grant work that was done 
alongside of LFAC in 2015 and 2016. Official work on FIT began in October 2016 with a meeting that 
included Val Gamble, Sarah Leach, Linda Prail, Kathy Zeman, and Jane Jewett. Others on LFAC who have 
played a key role in the process of developing the concept are Colleen Paulus, Cecilia Coulter, and 
Megan O’Hara. Assistant Commissioner of Agriculture Susan Stokes also threw her support behind the 
development of FIT.  

We need to get the word about FIT out to delegated authorities. MN Local Public Health Association was 
suggested as a good vehicle for that. 

 

Uptown Locavore Situation 
Kathy Zeman 

The Uptown Locavore was an unlicensed local food distributor operating in the City of Minneapolis. The 
City raided it on May 10. Will Winter, the owner, posted about the raid to Facebook. Local food 
champions in the metro area started jumping in with comments to defend Mr. Winter and express 
dismay at the raid. This was concerning because the Uptown Locavore was doing illegal sales by Mr. 
Winter’s own Facebook account, and by the statements of some of the farmers selling product through 
Uptown Locavore; including Cottage Food that was being marked up for re-sale. 

The whole operation grew out of efforts to sell raw milk; Uptown Locavore was trying to build a larger 
market basket.  

Kathy Z. responded to some comments on Facebook and pushed out the Selling Minnesota Guides that 
explain how to sell local food legally.  Jane sent a letter to MISA board members explaining the illegal 
nature of the operation and MISA’s concern that this kind of operation could make marketing local food 
harder for farmers who follow the rules. 

What could LFAC do in this type of situation? 

Example: MN Farmers’ Market Association took a position against the Cottage Food legislation proposed 
in the last legislative session. Kathy told legislators that the proposals weren’t vetted by LFAC, and a 
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legislator later told her that was one reason the legislation failed. LFAC is starting to be viewed as a 
credible entity.  

• Could LFAC take a position and issue a statement? 
o This would be very difficult. Agencies can’t participate in anything of the sort, so if we 

want to continue to have agency staff identified as part of LFAC, we can’t issue 
statements. 

• Should we identify people in LFAC who want to join in a response? 
o LFAC can be a venue for determining who has the best voice to address the issue at 

hand. 
o LFAC can help sort out the issues. Having talking points to refer to is valuable. 

Bruce Miller noted that MN Farmers Union policy comes from the grassroots. MFU staff have addressed 
issues like this with the individuals involved. Having resolutions come from the counties about concern 
over illegal local food activities would give MFU staff the support they need to work on this. 
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