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Smart Food, Smart Kids: Farm-to-School in Fresno County
By Jeremy Hofer

Since 1970 Fresno Metro Ministry has been pro-
moting social and economic justice by addressing 

issues that affect low- and middle-income residents, 
including hunger, lack of access to healthcare, and 
the Valley’s bad air quality. With the leadership 
of coordinator Edie Jessup, Metro’s Hunger and 
Nutrition Project works for better access to food for 
low-income families. Through forums, task groups, 
and surveys of Fresno’s neighborhoods and stores, 
the project has gained a better understanding of the 
barriers that low-income families face in getting good 
food. Despite the agricultural richness of this valley, 
children in Fresno’s low-income neighborhoods have 
little access to fresh produce. It is clear that we need 
to create avenues that address food insecurity and 
under-nutrition among our youth. We want to find 
ways to strengthen family farms and educate the 
community on the benefits of healthy eating. Farm-to-School pro-
grams provide one such avenue by linking local farms with school food 
services that feed children on a daily basis. 

Food as Curriculum
Bringing in fresh alternatives is just as important as limiting the 
sway of large corporations on our children’s diet. Just as children 
can learn bad eating habits, they can also be taught good eating 
habits—but this depends on what is available to them. About 
65,000 meals a day are prepared and served by Fresno Unified 
School District food services (the third largest in the state). By 
law, a portion of these meals have to be fruits and vegetables. In a 
district where 85% of kids receive free and reduced-price breakfasts 
and lunches, there is great opportunity to bring fresh local produce 
into children’s diets, while creating a substantial market for Central 
Valley farmers.

Farm Fresh Wednesdays
When school starts this fall, Metro and CAFF, along with the local 
UC Extension, will be providing curriculum materials and visiting 
classrooms in an effort to tie together what students are learning and 
what they are eating. Participating teachers, farmers, and commu-
nity volunteers will promote fruits and vegetables in the classrooms 
and the produce will be featured in the cafeteria on a “Farm Fresh 
Wednesday.” The goal of the program is to develop connections 
between food service and classrooms while increasing students’ 
consumption of local seasonal produce.

Farm Fresh Growers’ Collaborative
All of the education in the world will not increase 
consumption of fruits and vegetables if they are 
not offered at lunchtime. Getting local produce 
into schools is a logistical challenge. CAFF and 
Metro have been working with Stephanie Johnson 
of the African American Farmers Association in 
developing a business that will bridge the divide 
between local farmers and food service. This entity 
must be able to provide seasonal produce offer-
ings, take orders from school food service pur-
chasers, collect and distribute the product—and 
eventually make a profit at it!

“Farm Fresh Wednesdays” and the Farm to 
School Growers Collaborative will put healthy food 
into the hands of children in Fresno County schools. 
Metro’s established community expertise combined 

with CAFF’s know-how has made these fledgling farm-to-school efforts 
possible, but it will take consistent effort and collaboration over time to 
see them come to fruition. Metro looks forward to working with CAFF 
on Farm-to-School. Our five-year goal is for every school to offer fresh 
seasonal produce from Fresno’s surrounding family farms.

Farm-to-School Meets School Breakfast
Since Jeff Davidson, Director of Nutrition Service at nearby Sanger 
Unified School District, started offering local fruit in the universal 
classroom breakfasts, fruit consumption has jumped from 20,000 
to 200,000 units per month among the 8,000 students that he 
serves. This fruit is purchased from local packing houses throughout 
the school year. Not only are Jeff ’s kids eating better, he is actually 
improving revenue by serving a fruit in place of a juice because he is 
able to purchase fruit directly from local packing sheds at a lower cost 
than what he previously paid for the less-nutritious juice option.

To gauge the effectiveness of his “Farm to Classroom” program, 
Sanger Unified conducted a study of student health and performance 
before and after implementation of the program. They found a dra-
matic drop in students’ headaches and stomach aches and an increase 
in test scores. Sanger’s “Farm to Classroom” program not only benefits 
local farmers and the District’s budget, but also student performance.

Jeremy Hofer is the Hunger and Nutrition Project Assistant at Fresno Metro 
Ministry. You may contact him at Jeremy@fresnometmin.org or (559) 
485-1416. Visit www.fresnoministry.org for more information. 

School Children enjoy the fresh 
produce of a Farm-to-School lunch.
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Mission: CAFF is building a movement of rural and urban 
people to foster family-scale agriculture that cares for the land, 
sustains local economies and promotes social justice. 

The Agrarian Advocate/Farmer to Farmer is the quarterly 
publication of the Community Alliance with Family Farmers.

Agrarian: 1. Relating to land or to the ownership or division 
of land. 2. Of agriculture or farmers generally. [from the Latin 
ager: a field or country]
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bership: subscription to this newsletter, voting privileges and timely 
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CAFF Goes to Market
by Dave Runsten

As we bid good-bye to Community Food Systems 
  program director Karrie Stevens Thomas and wel-

come her replacement, Anya Fernald—who comes to us 
via Slow Food in Italy—it is time to reflect on where we 
are going with this program. Under Karrie’s hard-work-
ing leadership, CAFF’s Community Food System activi-

ties saw a twentyfold increase, and many of our members may not be aware of what 
we are accomplishing.

We started the Community Food Systems program in response to some of our 
farmer members who pointed out that, while reducing the negative environmental 
impacts of farming was a worthwhile endeavor, it would not be much use if our 
members couldn’t run an economically viable farming enterprise. CAFF has always 
been involved in marketing issues in California, including the re-creation of farmers’ 
markets and the development of community operated agriculture. According to the 
census of agriculture, there are about 80,000 
farms in California, many of them part-
time operations, including a large number 
of farms that control land and produce 
crops and livestock. They are coming 
under increasing economic stress due to the 
lowering of world trade barriers and market 
consolidation. Finding ways for these farms 
to prosper will be important to maintaining 
the quality of life in California.

Michael Porter of the Harvard Business 
School, the guru of competitive business 
strategy, says there are only two ways to 
compete in a market economy: 1) be the low-
cost producer, or 2) differentiate your product 
in some way. It is unlikely that small farmers 
can be the low-cost producers in most crops 
due to advantages that large producers have in 
markets, both in buying inputs and in selling 
outputs. Many people thought that organic 
farming would provide a means for small 
farmers to differentiate their products, but organic farming production techniques 
can be adopted by large farmers too. Most of the organic produce now sold in gro-
cery stores is produced by the same large farms that dominate conventional produce 
markets. There is simply no future for most California farmers in the mass-produced 
commodity sector. They must differentiate their products in some way or be driven 
out of business.

Conveniently, there is a natural tendency in a competitive market economy for 
firms to try to compete by cheapening the product. Clothing gets thinner, plastic 
is substituted for glass, and so on. These changes always create opportunities for 
someone to create a higher quality product and charge more. Agricultural products 
are no exception. The dominant mass-produced food sold at the lowest possible 
price can be competed with by creating qualitatively different products for those 
people willing to pay more or who are seeking a different relationship to their food. 
The key ideas in this differentiation strategy are “quality” and “local.” CAFF is cur-
rently working on two programs that support these ideas: Buy Fresh Buy Local, and 
Farm-to-School, and I will discuss those in the next issue. 

Dave Runsten serves on the CAFF Board of Directors.

Tom Broz, of Live Earth Farm in 
Watsonville, showcases his produce at last 
August’s Taste of Santa Cruz.
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WE WOULD LIKE TO KNOW…
Do you have a snail-slow dial up connection or an extra fast one? Are you online from the moment you get to work until quitting time? 
Who are you, CAFF member? What are your technology needs? While you’re at it, let us know how you like the new newsletter format! 

Please take a moment to fill out this survey. The information you provide will help us make plans for the future, apply for technology-
improvement grants, and better serve your information needs. Save a stamp! Go to www.caff.org to take this survey online!

did not have the votes to pass Ag Committee, Laird chose not to take it 
to a vote, meaning the bill can be heard again next January.

…While Long-Expected GMO 
Pre-Emption Amendments Surface
Ever since Mendocino County voters rejected the multi-million dollar 
campaign of the ag biotech industry and passed their ballot initiative 
prohibiting the growing of GMO crops, the industry has eyed the 
Legislature as the place to land its knock-out punch. With ordinances 
also adopted in Marin and Trinity counties, and the all-important 
Sonoma County initiative on the November 2005 ballot, no one was 
surprised when legislative amendments surfaced in late June giving the 
state sole authority to adopt any rules on the use of agricultural seeds 
and pre-empting local voters or elected officials from adopting rules to 
restrict the use of genetically modified organisms.

Still, the move was audacious. In a two-day period, two “gut and 
amends”—the practice of quickly stripping a bill of its contents and 
replacing it with entirely new language—emerged. Opposition came 
from three local governments, and 60 organizations (including CAFF) 
and this helped postpone the vote. The postponement amounted to a 
temporary victory for opponents because the committee needed a rule 
waiver to hear the bill after the deadline for policy committee hearings. 
Indications at this time are that Assembly Speaker Fabian Nunez will 
not grant that waiver. The real opportunity for shenanigans, however, 
is in the last weeks of the session. CAFF and our allies will remain on 
alert for further amendments. 

1) Please rate our new combination 
newsletter format! (circle one)

 1 2 3 4 5
 Hate it!    Love it!

2) In comparison to the publication(s) you 
used to receive (circle:  Farmer-to-Farmer  
or Agrarian Advocate ), how do you like 
this new combo publication?

 1 2 3 4 5
 Hate it!    Love it!

Didn’t receive prior publication 

3) What do you like/dislike about this 
new format?

______________________________________

______________________________________

______________________________________

______________________________________

4) Do you have internet access?

 Y N

5) What is your connection speed?

Cable/DSL/T1 Dial up Other________ Unsure

6) Do you maintain a Web site?

 Y N

Web site address: ______________________

7) Do you receive any e-newsletters?

 Y N

8) Would you like to receive an e-newsletter 
from CAFF?

 Y N

Your email address:

______________________________________

9) Have you ever visited CAFF’s Web site 
(www.caff.org)?

 Y N

10) Which portions of CAFF’s Web site 
have you visited?

___ Event Calendar
___ CA Farm Fresh Guide 

(powered by LocalHarvest)
___ Biological Farming pages
___ Farm-to-School pages
___ Buy Fresh Buy Local pages
___ Regional pages
___ Policy pages
___ Online Donation portal
___ Other: _________________________________

11) What improvements to CAFF’s Web site 
would encourage you to visit more 
often (e.g., bulletin board, blogspace, 
online local food directory, etc.)?

______________________________________

______________________________________

______________________________________       

Thank you for your participation! Please clip page and fax to (530) 756-7857. 
Or send to CAFF, attention: Joy Rowe, P.O. Box 363, Davis, CA 95617.
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www.californiafarmconference.com

“Tradition & Innovation 
in a Changing World”

We’re farming till the cows come home!

California Small Farm Conference
P.O. Box 73614
Davis, CA 95617
Tel: (530) 756-5974
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CAFF appreciates your support

A collaboration with 
groundspring.org now offers 

you a secure way to make 
donations online at CAFF’s 

Web site www.caff.org

Become a CAFF member and 
cultivate healthy farms, 

food & communities.

California Food & Farming Policy Update
by Pete Price

The CAFF-Sponsored Farm-to-School Bill is
Popular with Legislators
Strengthening local farm economies is a core part of CAFF’s strategy 
for sustainable agriculture in California, and encouraging the growth 
of Farm-to-School programs across the state is an important way to 
create new local markets for farmers. Legislators apparently agree, 
because Assembly Bill 826 (Nava), the California Farm to School 
Child Nutrition Improvement Act, is garnering widespread bi-parti-
san support in the Legislature.

Co-sponsored by CAFF and the California Food and Justice 
Coalition, AB 826 establishes a state-level Farm to School (F2S) 
program in the Department of Education to help farmers and school 
food service directors who want to create an F2S program in their 
area or help improve an existing program. The bill passed 77-2 out 
of the often-contentious Assembly in June, and has steamed through 
two Senate policy committees with bi-partisan support. In fact, while 
the bill was still in the Assembly, it had across-the-aisle credibility.

The bill has no formal opposition, but Western Growers Associa-
tion has expressed concern that the bill gives a preference to local 
farmers over other California producers. Assemblyman Pedro Nava, 
the author of AB 826, has initiated discussions with Western Growers 
to ensure that while F2S emphasizes the value of making local con-
nections between farmers and schools, the bill does not exclude any 

farmer who wishes to work directly with a school district.
AB 826 will be heard in the Senate Appropriations Commit-

tee when the Legislature returns in August. It is not too early to let 
Governor Schwarzenegger know that you support AB 826 and want 
him to sign the bill when it reaches his desk.

Legislation to Protect Farmers 
from GMO Contamination Stalls…
AB 984, introduced earlier this year by Assemblyman John Laird 
(D-Santa Cruz), takes on the thorny issue of GMO contamination 
of crops and the resulting liability for the contamination. Under 
AB 984, farmers whose crops are contaminated by GMO drift or 
commingling are shielded from suits by biotech companies for 
illegal possession of their GMO product, but GMO manufacturers 
can be held liable for contamination by their product if it results in 
economic loss for the farmer.

CAFF actively supported AB 984 in legislative hearings this 
spring, and the bill enjoyed important support from Rice Producers 
of California, California Certified Organic Farmers, and Rominger 
Brothers Farms, among others. The bill passed its first hurdle in the 
Assembly Judiciary Committee, but ran into a brick wall of opposi-
tion in Assembly Agriculture Committee. When it was clear the bill 

Policy Update continued on previous page


