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oasted local organic potatoes, carrots, and onions being served at Walker Elementary School in

Ashland during the winter of 2008. The vegetables were grown by Whistling Duck & Wolf Gulch
Farms in the Applegate valley. The purchase of the vegetables was made possible by Rogue Valley

Farm to School.

is left over for purchasing a child’s meal.

One of the challenges for school kitchen
managers has been meeting all the govern-
ment-set nutritional requirements on such a
tight budget. This is particularly hard in Ore-
gon, which is one of a handful of states that
doesn’t supplement the federal stipend with
additional funds.

Operating on such a shoestring can work
against food quality. To cut down on staff
costs involved in prepping vegetables, kitchen
managers will opt for simple heat-and-serve
meals, like the ever-popular chicken nuggets.

A tight budget is also part of the reason
why the Ashland School District has en-
listed Sodexo, a multi-national corporate
food provider to oversee its school lunch
services. The corporation’s size grants it
greater buying power, and alleviates a bur-
den from schools by supplying staff and
menu planning. The corporation also helps
navigate the semi-complicated district, fed-
eral, and state procurement regulations.

Ashland School Board member Ruth
Alexander explains: “Districts usually turn
food services over to a large corporation to
make it cost-neutral.”

Tapping such large corporate food
chains may help cut costs, but can compro-
mise quality. Tracy Harding, the Executive Di-
rector of Rogue Valley Farm to School, a
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nonprofit lobbying for more local products in
cafeterias, worries that the food quality can
be compromised. Sodexo’s use of free USDA
beef is of particular concern to Harding:

“USDA commodity beef products in the
National School Lunch Program are low
quality and come from confined animal feed-
ing operations. There is evidence that these
cows are often sick. Should this meat be
being served to our children?”

Sodexo has adapted to concerns about
quality and freshness by sourcing more
foods from local providers: potatoes from
Klamath Falls, and pears from Naumes Or-
chards in Medford. But many parents and
community members feel the corporation
doesn’t go far enough. There is also frus-
tration about the corporation’s policy that
forbids produce purchased directly from
local farms from being served uncooked.
Also of concern to some parents is another
policy that totally prohibits the use of pro-
duce grown in school gardens.

This June, the Ashland School District
will complete their 5-year contract with
Sodexo, and switch back to an in-house, self-
operating food service. Going in-house will re-
quire the district to hire a food service
director who will be responsible for hiring
kitchen and cafeteria staff, sourcing food, and
planning menus, but also give the district
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more control over what is served in the cafe-
terias. A remaining question they’re asking is:
Can we make it work in-house budget-wise?

State Support

Going-local may cost more, and require
considerable time and energy to coordinate,
but the benefits can ripple across the local
economy.

Ecotrust, a West Coast nonprofit dedi-
cated to building sustainable communities,
has been studying the in-state benefits of in-
corporating local products into school cafe-
terias. They argue that making the transition
to local would stimulate the local economy
by channeling business to regional farmers
and creating jobs for state residents. They
cite the ‘multiplier effect’—a ripple phenome-
non that takes into account the direct impact
of buying local food as well as the indirect im-
pact of food suppliers spending that cash on
materials and services. The research findings
make a compelling case that providing fresh
local foods not only benefits children, but
also stimulates the local economy.

Motivated by such findings, in 2009, Ore-
gon’s state legislators considered providing
an additional 15 cent per school lunch and 7
cents per school breakfast meal that used
Oregon products to encourage local pur-
chasing and provided grants for complimen-
tary food and garden-based education.
Though the bill died without a full vote
when the session ended, Farm to School pro-
fessionals such as Harding and Ratcliffe are
encouraged by the statewide interest and be-
lieve that approval is only a matter of time.

“There is buy-in from so many stakehold-
ers,” says Ratcliffe. “Farm to School and
school gardens are good for kids, the econ-
omy and the environment. Everyone loves it.”

On the federal level, this year President
Obama plans to reauthorize the Child Nu-
trition Act, and has proposed a $10 billion
budget increase—$1 billion a year for 10
years—to help provide nutritious school
lunches to those who qualify.

Harding was so eager to hear Obama
speak on school lunches that she streamed
his announcement on her computer from
the White House. Her joy was only damp-
ened when she did the math: a $10 billion
increase comes out to about one apple per
kid. But it was a start.



A Steady Supply

In addition to navigating budget con-
cerns, kitchen managers have also ques-
tioned the consistency of local farms.
School meals are planned well in advance,
and are predicated on a dependable food
supply. Local crop failures and seasonable
variables can make planning difficult. Also,
school is out of session during the most
bountiful summer months.

“I'm not sure anyone can go to all-local
produce. 100-percent local would be hard,”
says Alexander.

But as farming becomes more popular
in the Rogue Valley, farmers are experi-
menting and improving their techniques.
“Farmers here in southern Oregon are get-
ting very good at season extension, and sea-
son limits are conquerable by putting a
greenhouse at every school,” notes Harding.

Ratcliffe is confident that seasonal is-
sues can also be “bridged through process-
ing.” She highlights a new product called
“Zac’s Omega Bar”—a food bar developed
specifically for the school food market using
Oregon fruit. She also uses the example of
local pears, which can be stored, canned,
and made into pear sauce.

Harding feels that overcoming seasonal
obstacles in order to feature local food is
worth the effort. As it stands now, school
lunch subscriptions in Ashland are in de-
cline due to dissatisfaction with the fare.
Last year, the district had to spend
$151,000 to subsidize lunch. This year, they
expect to pay more to make up for cost
deficits.

Harding believes that providing foods
that are fresh, tasty, and local, will encour-
age kids to eat more vegetables. “The car-
rots purchased from the large distributors
are scrubbed, peeled, portioned and pack-
aged. They are little, abraded, dry, and dis-
gusting,” she observes. “When you serve a
carrot just pulled up from the ground, there
is a gigantic difference—it tastes like an ac-
tual vegetable versus a cardboard nugget.”

Alexander envisions a cafeteria so at-
tractive that even community members
would want to eat lunch there.

Safety

With high profile media stories like the
2006 E. Coli contamination of California
spinach, concerns about food safety are para-
mount for parents and kitchen managers. One
motivation for enlisting corporate food sup-
pliers like Sodexo is to help alleviate food-
safety and liability concerns. Sodexo maintains
a strict list of handling requirements that their
purveyors must meet (many are quick to point
out, however, that corporate food supplies can
be more risky: operations that handle large
volumes of food reach more consumers, and
thus spread more contamination). To source
food directly from local farms, the school dis-
trict would need to ensure that the farmers
had adequate liability insurance.

Harding feels that the safety and liability
risks associated with local food are small
and manageable. She also thinks the risks
must be considered in proportion to the
overall toll that corporate food exacts from
children’s heath.

“What is the liability of 1/3 of our chil-
dren being overweight or obese?” she asks.

Harding believes that serving healthy food
can be a “powerful preventative medicine.”

Thousands of schools across the coun-
try have established school gardens and are
experimenting with food from local farms.
In spite of Oregon’s budget challenges, Port-
land schools are leading the charge by get-
ting creative with the resources that they do
have. Kitchen managers have reformulated
entire products, such as pizza, in this spirit.
The kid-friendly entrée is made with locally
milled wheat, and the sauce is comprised of
tomatoes procured from Oregon and Wash-
ington. To bring down the price-point, the
cooks use commodity cheese. Another prod-
uct, Truitt Bros. Chili, is made from
Willamette Valley produce. Each time the
chili is served, 2-3 acres of Willamette Val-
ley farmland are put into use.

Also, Farm to School practices are being
put into action in the Eugene 4J School Dis-
trict. Using Oregon grown products, all Eu-
gene 4J cafeterias highlight a fruit or
vegetable every Wednesday as part of a Har-
vest of the Month Program. In November
2009 the harvest fruit of the month was
pears from Hood River, Oregon.

In the Bend-La Pine School District,
Wellness Specialist, Katrina Wiest is making
local part of the food service every day. The
Bend-La Pine School District is purchasing
10,000 Ibs of local beef per school year; they
use this in their spaghetti sauce, tacos, and
Sloppy Joe’s. Yes, the Sloppy Joe is still on
the menu. They keep a sharp eye on the
commodities lists put out by the USDA so
they can procure foods as close to whole as
possible whenever they are offered. For in-
stance, purchasing all the frozen berries and
fruit that they can for their smoothie ma-
chine. They have local bakers who make
their pizza crusts, hoagie rolls, cookies,
bagels, muffins and cakes. The Bend La
Pine Nutrition Services also have a catering
business. The success of their self operat-
ing school food service and catering busi-
ness turns a profit that in turn contributes
to the district’s general fund.

Harding envisions similar strategies in
Ashland School cafeterias. One of her sug-
gestions is to reduce portions of low-quality
beef and to spend more money on local
berries. But, in the end, her program,
Rogue Valley Farm to School, advocates a
re-valuing of food—a complete attitude shift.
“Cheap food just isn’t healthy food,” she ex-
plains. Her program aims to nurture this at-
titude shift by hosting farm field trips,
cooking projects, and promoting the idea
that the lunchroom can be a classroom.

Melina Barker, the activity coordinator
for RVF2S, is seeing fast results: “It’s clear
that when kids participate hands-on, their ex-
citement for eating fresh veggies increases.”

Harding adds: “Even if it just creates
thinking-eaters and [the kids] take that
knowledge into the rest of their lives, that’s
a big gain,” she explains.

Alexander, who is also on the board of
RVF2S, concedes this attitude shift toward
food might cost more money, but has been
worth it as her own family embraces more
fresh, local products.

“Some people spend their money on
clothes, jewelry and cars. We spend ours on
food.”

Christina Ammon is a freelance writer based
in Ashland, Oregon. Visit her latest inspira-
tion at www.committedtotheworld.org
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