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Agenda
• Introductions

• What makes a “win-win” relationship between a farm and a school?

• What might a “win-win” local purchasing arrangement look like? (Market 
channels & examples)

• How can we establish “win-win” arrangements from the beginning?

• Wrap-up



SupplyDemand

Economics

How can local products be introduced in ways that work 
for both the demand side (school) and the supply side 

(farm/distributor/processor)?



What scale are we talking here?

It doesn’t work for everything!

SupplyDemand

Source: USDA Farm to School Census, 2019 (2018-19 School Year)
https://farmtoschoolcensus.fns.usda.gov
Source: USDA Census of Agriculture 2017 
https://www.nass.usda.gov/Publications/AgCensus/2017/Full_Report/Volume_1,_Chapter_1_State_Level/Montana/st30_1_0002_0002.pdf



• Average lunch costs 
around $4.00 to produce.

Food: 45% Labor: 45%

USDA School Nutrition & Meal Cost Study, 2019 
https://fns-prod.azureedge.net/sites/default/files/resource-files/SNMCS_Summary-Findings.pdf

Supplies, equipment, 
utilities, etc: 10%

Demand Side (School) Expenses



USDA National School Lunch Program 
Reimbursement: 45%

A la Carte 
Sales: 16%

USDA School Nutrition & Meal Cost Study, 2019 
https://fns-prod.azureedge.net/sites/default/files/resource-files/SNMCS_Summary-Findings.pdf

Student Payments 
for Meals: 24%

Demand Side (School) Revenues

State & Local 
Funds: 9%

Other: 1%



Quiz
• What are the two major 

categories of expenses for 
schools making school meals, 
which together total 90% of total 
meal costs?



Quiz
• What are the two major 

categories of expenses for 
schools making school meals, 
which together total 90% of total 
meal costs?

• FOOD and LABOR!



Source: Bauman, A. G., D. Thilmany McFadden, and B.B.R. Jablonski. 2018. The financial performance implications 
of differential marketing strategies: Exploring farms that pursue local markets as a core competitive advantage. 

Agricultural and Resource Economics Review. 47(3):477-504. 

Supply Side (Producer) Expenses



Business Models based on Volume and Value

Adapted from: https://dyson.cornell.edu/outreach/smart-marketing-newsletter/

Direct 
Marketing

• Small volume
• High value

Value-Based 
Food Chains
• Mid volume
• Mid value

Danger 
Zone

• Low Volume
• Low value

Commodity
• High volume

• Low value
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Business Models based on Volume and Value

Adapted from: https://dyson.cornell.edu/outreach/smart-marketing-newsletter/
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Bottom Line
• Producers selling through local markets 

have different variable expenses by 
scale, by product, and by market 
channel that must be considered, as 
they’ll impact profitability.

• They seek markets that have the right 
balance of value and volume for their 
operations, through a variety of market 
channels (direct & intermediated), in 
order to be profitable.









• School or community 
garden/farm

• Individual farmer, rancher, or 
fisher

• Farmers’ market or roadside 
stand

• Broadline distributor, wholesale
• Produce distributor
• Producer cooperative or food hub
• Grocery store
• USDA Foods
• USDA DoD Fresh

How does food travel from farm to school? (Market Channel!)

Direct

Intermediated



• School or community 
garden/farm – 28%

• Individual farmer, rancher, or 
fisher – 52%

• Farmers’ market or roadside 
stand – 12%

• Broadline distributor, wholesale – 11%
• Produce distributor – 26%
• Producer cooperative or food hub – 21%
• Grocery store – 38%
• USDA Foods – 43%
• USDA DoD Fresh – 35%

How does food travel from farm to school? (Market Channel!)

Direct

Intermediated



DIRECT
Farmer, rancher, or fisher



INDIRECT
Distributor, wholesale



INDIRECT
Producer cooperative 
or food hub



INDIRECT
Grocery Store

Image source: Billings Gazette



• School or community 
garden/farm

• Individual farmer, rancher, or 
fisher

• Farmers’ market or roadside 
stand

• Broadline distributor, wholesale
• Produce distributor
• Producer cooperative or food hub
• Grocery store
• USDA Foods
• USDA DoD Fresh

Which might work well for you?

Direct

Intermediated





How can a local product fit into that chain in a way that 
minimizes additional labor, supplies, equipment or food cost?





Insanely busy!

Super busy

Kinda busy

Very busy

Planning

Groove/Vacation

How busy is a farmer?









Our values are at the heart of any “win-win” relationship.

Investment in 
local community!



How can we make it work?

Creativity! Partnerships! Perseverance!







Activity
In small groups, share examples of “win-win” 
local purchasing relationships. What made 
them work so well? (If you don’t have 
positive examples, brainstorm why a local 
purchasing relationship didn’t work out.)

Think in terms of economics, logistical 
constraints, and values.



Brainstorm
• What topics should be covered in an initial 

conversation between a farmer and a school food 
service director to ensure that they’re setting up a 
“win-win” relationship?

• Think in terms of economics, logistical constraints, 
and values.



Wrap up & Q&A

Andrea Alma
USDA Farm to School 
Regional Lead
andrea.alma@usda.gov
303-844-4417

Dave Prather
Western Montana Growers 
Cooperative
dave@wmgcoop.com
406-493-0859

Erin Turner
MT Office of Public Instruction
erin.turner@mt.gov
406-559-7588
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