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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.
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 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.

TB44E  |  Page 10  |  extension.wsu.edu

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



The Importance of SNAP to Farm Vendors

Supporting local farmers is part of the rationale for adopting technology and creating programs so that SNAP benefits can be 
accepted at farmers markets. In Washington State, a 2012 survey found that approximately a third of farmers market farm vendors 
accepted SNAP benefits, primarily through the farmers market’s EBT machine (using tokens as an alternative currency). Only six 
farms (out of 512) reported accepting SNAP through their individual farm’s EBT machine. Of those farms that accepted SNAP, 
enabling low-income and senior shoppers to purchase their products was important to three-quarters of farmers. Increasing farm 
sales through SNAP was important to over half of farm vendors (Ostrom et al. n.d.).

When asked to approximate what percentage of their gross sales (for all markets combined) came from SNAP (food stamp) sales, 
they reported a range of answers. Over half (59%) reported that SNAP was between 1% and 5% of their farmers market sales. 
Notably, 16% reported that SNAP represented over 10% of their sales at farmers markets (Figure 6).
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SNAP Incentive Programs

Around the country and in Washington State, there are an 
increasing number of projects, programs, and campaigns 
designed specifically to encourage SNAP recipients to shop at 
their local farmers markets by “matching” their SNAP 
benefits. The match may be dollar-for-dollar, or there may be a 
maximum amount offered. Funding typically comes from a 
variety of private and local sources interested in increasing 
food access, improving nutrition among low-income families, 
and attracting new shoppers to farmers markets. Nationally, 
nonprofits such as the Fair Food Network and Wholesome 
Wave have been leaders in pioneering and funding SNAP 
incentive programs. Lessons learned from their experiences 
helped shape incentive programs in Washington State. In 2014, 
the USDA launched a new program funded by the farm bill. 
The Food Insecurity Nutrition Incentive Program (FINI) 
authorized $100 million to expand SNAP nutrition incentives 
programs across the country. The Washington State 
Department of Health was awarded $5.8 million in FINI 
funding to expand SNAP Incentive programs at farmers 
markets and other retailers over a four-year period. This 
programming has the potential to impact SNAP sales at 
farmers markets in Washington State.

Assessing the Economic 
Potential of SNAP Electronic 
Benefits Transfer and Credit Card 
Capability at Farmers Markets

In 2010, the WSU Small Farms Program in partnership with 
the Washington State Farmers Market Association, WSDA 
Small Farm and Direct Marketing Program, and King County 
Agriculture Program initiated a research project to assess the 
economic potential of SNAP EBT and credit/debit cards at 
farmers markets. Funded by the WSDA Specialty Crop Block 
Grant Program, the project was organized around five inter-
related goals:

Improving sales for specialty crop farmers;
Increasing consumer access to Washington specialty 
crops;
Evaluating the economic benefits of current EBT (and 
credit/debit) technologies for farmers markets in 
relation to costs;
Helping additional Washington farmers markets access 
wireless EBT/credit/debit readers; and
Investigating and employing methods to maximize the 
positive benefits of utilizing new wireless technologies 
(Ostrom et al. 2010–2013).

In all, 15 farmers market organizations, located in 11 counties, 
participated in this project. Over two-thirds (67%) of the 
markets are considered small or very small markets (meaning 
they had less than 30 vendors on a typical market day in the 
peak season). The remaining third were medium or large 
markets (meaning they had from 31 to 100 vendors on a 
typical day during the peak season). Most (61%) markets also 
had total annual vendor sales of under $100,000 based on data 
for the 2009 market season. Nearly a quarter (23%) of the 
markets had total annual vendor sales over $250,000.

The project collected data on sales transactions for SNAP EBT 
and credit/debit cards. All sales were conducted through a 
wireless point of sale machine which was provided to markets. 
Among the 15 participating market organizations, sales made 
through credit card, debit card and SNAP EBT increased from 
$336,498 to $401,349 or 19% between the 2011 and 2012 
market seasons (Figure 7; Figure 8). Credit card sales were the 
highest of the three payment options for both years. However, 
from 2011-2012, the overall portion of credit card sales 
decreased from 57% to 52% of total sales (Figure 7; Figure 8). 
SNAP sales held steady at 10–11% and debit sales increased 
from 32% to 38% over that same time period.

Credit card sales totaled $192,592 in 2011 and $210,766 in 
2012; an increase of 9% (Table 6). The greatest overall 
increase between the two project years was for the debit card 
sales, totaling $106,467 in 2011 and $151,037 in 2012; an 
increase of 42% (Table 7).SNAP EBT sales also increased 
from $37,439 in 2011 to $39, 546 in 2012, representing a more 
modest increase of 6% (Table 8). Based on this data, it is clear 
that farmers economically benefit most when the technology 
for credit and debit sales is available. This is further reflected 
in the project’s consumer survey data which found that among 
farmers market shoppers, 43% stated that they would “buy 
more now that they can use their credit/debit card and/or food 
stamps at the farmers market” (Gallardo et al. 2015).

Specialty Crops Sales

The WSU research project also analyzed the credit, debit, and 
SNAP EBT sales of specialty crops: fruits and vegetables, tree 
nuts, dried fruits, horticulture, and cut flowers. As with the 
overall credit, debit, and SNAP EBT sales, the amount of 
specialty crop sales increased 47% between 2011 and 2012 
(Table 9). The greatest increase (nearly $56,000) was for sales 
made using credit and/or debit cards (Table 9). This 
demonstrates that credit/debit card readers are an important 
way to increase specialty crop farmers’ sales at farmers 
markets.
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One unexpected outcome of this WSU research project was that farmer-owned technology was found to be valuable to those that 
could afford it. One market manager stated that “many of the farmers who participated in the program for the full three years 
decided to get credit/debit access for themselves. Had it not been for this program, I do not believe that many of these farmers 
would have believed just what an advantage it is to take these payment forms.”

Vendor and Shopper Attitudes towards Point of Sales Technology

Numerous research projects have documented that implementing programs for farmers markets to accept credit, debit, and SNAP 
EBT cards is very challenging (Briggs et al. 2010). As part of the WSU research project, Dr. R. Karina Gallardo, an Agricultural 
Economics Extension Specialist from Washington State University, researched farmers market managers, vendors, and shoppers’ 
attitudes towards specific aspects of technology. She found that, in general:

Market managers are willing to pay more for the quality of the technology itself, meaning they don’t want any problems 
with the wireless point of sale machine;
Farmer vendors are willing to pay more for technology with good customer service (i.e., reliable resolution of disputes); 
and
Farmers market shoppers place a high value on both the quality of food and supporting local farmers (Gallardo et al. 2015).
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 Supporting Gallardo’s findings, an evaluation of the “Farmers 
Market Access Project” found that farmers and market 
managers will tolerate a certain level of inconvenience in order 
to offer SNAP EBT services at their farmers market (Cole et 
al. 2013). Likewise, farmers placed great importance on how 
fast the transactions were with customers and good technical 
support when there were problems (Farmers Market Access 
Project Advisory Committee 2012).

In Gallardo’s view, insights into vendors’ and customers’ 
attitudes to technology “should be useful to those designing 
ways to implement wireless capability at farmers markets in 
order to increase adoption rates” (Gallardo et al. 2015).

Farmers Market Nutrition Program

In 1992, the federal “WIC Farmers’ Market Nutrition Act” was 
signed into law. That same year, the Washington State Farmers 
Market Nutrition Program (FMNP) was created to serve 
women and children enrolled in the Women Infant and 
Children (WIC) program. In 2001, a second program was 
piloted to serve low-income seniors and has become known as 
the Senior FMNP. Currently, WIC and Senior FMNP 
(combined) are the largest public nutrition assistance program 
at farmers markets in terms of the total dollars spent 
($1,056,576 in 2014). The FMNP has broad participation 
throughout the state. In 2014, this included 126 farmers 
markets in 34 counties. A 2010 survey of farmers markets 
found that approximately 88% of all farmers market locations 
in Washington participated in FMNP (Ostrom and Donovan 
2013).

FMNP issues paper checks valued at $4.00 each that must be 
used between June and October. They can only be used to 
purchase eligible products, primarily fresh fruits and 
vegetables, grown by authorized farms and sold at authorized 
farmers markets or farm stands. (See Table 1 for a summary of 
key program features.) Farm stands must also be authorized 
and typically represent a small proportion of the redemptions. 
Notably, the amount of FMNP redeemed at farm stands has 
increased both in total sales and as a percentage of the total 
FMNP redemptions over the last five years. In 2010, farm 
stands represented 7% of the FMNP redemptions whereas it 
increased to 15% or almost $184,000 in 2014. For the purposes 
of this report, we are focusing on the FMNP sales at farmers 
markets only.

In Washington, the WIC FMNP is administered by the 
Department of Health (DOH) with most of its funding coming 
from the Federal Child Nutrition Reauthorization Act and a 
smaller proportion from state General Fund. The Senior FMNP 
is administered by the Department of Social and Health 
Services (DSHS) with most of its funding coming from the 
state’s General Fund and some funding coming from the 
federal farm bill. Together, about half (51% in 2014) of the 
total FMNP funding each year is provided by Washington 
State. WIC FMNP, in particular, has experienced significant 
funding cuts in recent state budgets. Between 2010 and 2014, 
the state’s contribution to WIC FMNP was cut by 75% (from 
nearly $418,000 to just over $106,000). During this period, the 
state funding for Senior FMNP held steady and even increased 
to over $700,000 in 2014.

Over the past 15 years, the FMNP program has successfully 
continued in Washington State due to a sustained collaborative 
effort from farmers, farmers markets, the WSFMA, WIC and 
Senior FMNP participants, anti-hunger, farming, faith-based, 
nutrition, environmental, and children’s organizations. By 
recognizing that the programs’ goals intersect with many state 
agencies, health department and local government policy 
initiatives to improve health outcomes and community quality 
of life, promote economic development and create jobs, and 
ensure the future of Washington’s vibrant agriculture sector, 
these organizations and individuals have successfully 
advocated to ensure continued state funding at varying levels.

Historically, the combined state and federal FMNP funding for 
the WIC FMNP program has been greater than the Senior 
FMNP program. This trend changed in 2012 when the amount 
of Senior FMNP redeemed exceeded the amount from WIC 
FMNP for the first time (Figure 9). Senior FMNP has 
remained the larger program in terms of redemptions or sales 
at farmers markets through 2014. However, in terms of 
numbers of people served by FMNP, WIC FMNP is the larger 
program, consistently accounting for most of the estimated 
participants (Figure 10).
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FMNP redemptions at farmers markets in Washington State saw a steady decline between 2010 and 2013. This trend was reversed 
in 2014 with a 19% increase in redemptions (Figure 9). Likewise, the estimated number of FMNP participants recovered in 2014, 
increasing by 24% (Figure 10). The number of FMNP participants is directly tied to the availability of funding; there are far more 
people in Washington State that qualify to receive FMNP support than there are funds available for these programs.

Importance of FMNP to Farm Vendors

In 2012, the WSU Small Farms Program and Farmers Market 
Action Team surveyed farm vendors selling at farmers markets 
in Washington State. Preliminary results found that 68% of 
farm vendors said they were authorized to accept WIC and 
Senior Farmers Market Nutrition Program checks in 2011 (N = 
530). However, since FMNP checks can only be used for 
fruits, vegetables, cut herbs and sometimes honey, not all farm 
vendors surveyed were eligible to participate in FMNP.

Farm vendors who participate in FMNP were asked “how 
important were WIC and Senior Farmers Market Nutrition 
Program checks” in terms of both enabling low-income WIC 
and senior shoppers to buy their products and increasing farm 
sales. Enabling low income and senior shoppers to purchase 
their products was important to 87% of respondents. Increasing 
farm sales through FMNP was important to 64% of farm 
vendors (Table 10).

Conclusion

Farmers markets around the country and in Washington State 
are key assets and active partners in addressing the financial 
and physical barriers to accessing nutritious and local food. 
Currently, the two key federal nutrition programs utilized at 
farmers markets are the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 
Program (SNAP) and Farmers Market Nutrition Program 
(FMNP). Each program has a unique history and is 
administered in its own way.

SNAP started in 1939 and was successful at Washington State 
farmers markets until farmers markets were obliged to start 
using Electronic Benefits Transfer (EBT) technology. SNAP 
sales at farmers markets dropped significantly between the late-
1990s and mid-2000s.

Since then, private and public agencies have worked to provide 
wireless EBT technology, to build the markets’ capacity to 
manage SNAP, to create incentive programs to attract SNAP 
clients, and to advocate for public funding and policies to 
support such efforts. Statewide, over a five-year period (2010 
to 2014), farmers market SNAP sales increased 82% and the 
number of farmers markets authorized to accept SNAP 
increased 48%. The average SNAP sales at farmers markets 
was $5,760 in 2014. Despite this progress, SNAP sales at 
farmers markets in Washington State represented less than 
0.03% of the total SNAP benefits spent each year.
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The FMNP program is the only federal nutrition program 
designed specifically for farmers markets. The WIC FMNP 
began in 1992 and the Senior FMNP was added in 2001. While 
there are important distinctions between WIC and Senior 
FMNP, they both operate on a seasonal basis and provide a set 
amount of farmers market checks that can be redeemed for 
fresh fruits, vegetables, cut herbs, and (for seniors only) honey.

The number of farmers markets participating in FMNP greatly 
exceeds the number of markets currently accepting SNAP. The 
total dollar amount of FMNP redeemed is greater than SNAP 
as well. However, over the last five years, the total amount of 
FMNP sales decreased (until 2014 when it rebounded) while 
the amount of SNAP sales steadily increased. Over the last five 
years, the average FMNP sales and average SNAP sales per 
farmers market have grown closer together (Table 2, Figure 2). 
In 2014, the difference was less than $2,625 (compared to a 
difference of over $6,300 in 2010). Understanding the causes 
underlying these trends should be a central focus for future 
research efforts.

Research by the WSU Small Farms Program has evaluated the 
impact of offering SNAP EBT, credit and debit card 
technology for sales at farmers markets. This data 
demonstrates that over time both total sales and the total 
number of transactions increase when farmers markets offer 
point of sale (POS) technology. While SNAP EBT, credit, and 
debit cards all increased market sales, and especially farmers’ 
sales, debit cards were used more often. Research by Gallardo 
et al. (2014) documented the value that farmers market 
shoppers, vendors, and managers place on various attributes of 
farmers markets, and confirmed that managers and vendors are 
receptive to a model where the market is responsible for 
providing the technology to enable wireless sales.

This report has provided a picture of the major trends in 
Washington State farmers market food access work over a five-
year period (2010 to 2014). Farmers markets’ track records 
demonstrate their commitment to helping low income people 
buy from local farmers and processors using SNAP and FMNP 
benefits. These food access programs will continue to evolve 
as technology changes, more targeted outreach is developed, 
staff is trained, and data become available to inform best 
practices for farmers markets and farm vendors. With these 
changes, there will be a continued need for funding, sound 
public policy, and creative independent partnerships such as 
those between farmers markets and the anti-hunger community.

Moreover, there needs to be a greater understanding of what 
support and capacity building farmers markets – and vendors – 
require in order to sustain their important roles in federal food 
access programs.
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Additional Resources

For more information, see USDA’s webpage on Food Access: 
https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/food-choices-health/food-
access/

For a brief history of food stamps in the US, see: 
https://www.fns.usda.gov/snap/short-history-snap and 
www.youtube.com/watch?v=QlNg49nTGGY

For a discussion of SNAP incentive programs across the 
country see: http://farmersmarketcoalition.org/wp-
content/uploads/2013/10/THE-FOOD-TRUST-
Report_S_Briggs_3.16.2012.pdf

Information on Seattle’s Fresh Bucks program: 
http://www.freshbuckseattle.org/

Additional information about the FMNP program is available 
at 
www.doh.wa.gov/YouandYourFamily/WIC/FarmersMarket.as
px and http://www.wafarmersmarkettoolkit.org/chapter-
7/farmers-market-nutrition-program/
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