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Preface 
Selling Local Foods in Missouri 

Selling is as important to fruit and vegetable growers as a high yield. Producing fruits and vegetable 
crops is often relatively easy, but finding a market or optimal combination of markets can be 
challenging. Low transportation costs and the ability to produce vine-ripe, fresh fruits and vegetables 
give Missouri growers a competitive advantage in marketing many types of vegetables. Season-
extending technology, such as high tunnels, can expand the growing and marketing windows of many 
Missouri-grown fruits and vegetables. Missouri growers can grow varieties and types of fruits and 
vegetables that cannot be found on the average supermarket shelf. 

Many market outlets are available to Missouri growers. These include community farmers’ markets, “u-
pick” (pick-your-own) sales, on-farm or roadside markets, wholesale produce auctions, restaurants, 
institutional sales, marketing cooperatives, supermarket sales and community-supported agriculture or 
subscription farming. 

Selling Local Foods provides beginning growers, and existing growers that would like to diversify, with 
general information and tools to make important production and business decisions. Selling Local Foods 
will help you make informed decisions regarding new crops, diversifying your current operation, or 
adding value added products, and help you determine the best venue for selling your local crop. 



Selling Local Foods puts you in the fast lane for success as a commercial producer. So be sure to 
take the first four modules, since these offer you a solid foundation for your dreams and plans 
of becoming a commercial grower.  
 
Here’s what they offer: 
 

• 90 minutes will fly by in our Business Planning, Budgets and Liability module.  Business 
planning provides information and resources for anyone in or considering commercial 
production.  You’ll also get hands on experience writing your business mission 
statement, business plan and goals. 

• Food Safely and Food Label Claims functions hand-in-hand with Produce Care and 
Management.  Food Safety is a fast-paced, 90-minute session that will cover best food 
safety practices from your field to market.  Produce Care spends a quick 30 minutes 
providing details and resources to make sure your production efforts arrive at market in 
top form to command the best price!  You must get these two modules so you can 
navigate regulations and deliver the freshest and safest products to your customers.   

• If you sell direct-to-consumer, through a distributor, have a farm stand, or sell through 
any other venue, Customer Service and Merchandizing offers a wealth of customer 
service and marketing tips and resources in this 45-minute module.  Communication and 
relationships are key – no matter where you sell. 

 
Did you know: research has proven that selling through multiple venues is the No. 1 key to 
profits for most successful local market growers?  So we offer you nine, 30-minute modules, 
each providing an overview of different sales venues.   These modules will guide you through 
the ins and outs of selling -- from Amish and Mennonite produce auctions to agritourism and 
farm stands.  Take advantage of as many modules as you can; they will help you make informed 
decisions and choose sales venues to put money in your pocket, right from the start.  
 
Our sales venue modules include: 
 

• Selling at Farmers’ Markets—Have you dreamed about one day selling at a farmers’ 
market?  Come to this session to learn about the advantages, and yes, disadvantages of 
selling at a farmers’ market.  We’ll provide you with information you need to decide if 
selling at a farmers’ market is right for you. 

 
• Community Supported Agriculture (CSA)—Why do a CSA?  What are some of the 

common misconceptions regarding CSAs?  Did you know there are multiple CSA 
business models, and advantages and disadvantages related to each?  After you 
complete this module you’ll know ways target, develop, grow and retain your CSA 
customers.   

 
• Produce Auctions—How did produce auctions get started?  How many auctions are in 

Missouri?  Who do I contact?  What are their regulations?  Facilities?  Come learn about 



the many facets of selling at a produce auction.  Find out how an auction might be a 
great venue for your products.  

 
• Selling to Institutions—What is an institution?  There are more kinds that you might 

think.  In this mocule you’ll discover how to you can get your foot in the door and the 
benefits of partnering with different types of institutions.  You’ll discover how selling to 
an institution can foster community relationships and open the door to a variety of 
other marketing channels.  

 
• Selling to Restaurants—Our Selling to Restaurants module will describe all of the 

benefits and unique opportunities associated with selling to restaurants. You’ll hear 
directly from chefs what is important to them and how to get started.  We’ll include 
some key resources to make planning and communicating with chefs just that much 
easier. 

 
• Selling to Grocery Stores—This session will provide you with some key tips for selling to 

grocery stores.  This module will dive into the specific topics you need to consider if you 
sell to grocers including producer-retailer relationships, pricing, packaging, quality, and 
quantity. 

 
• Selling Wholesale/Food Hubs—Learn about the different types of wholesalers and the 

advantages of marketing through distributors. We’ll explain food hub classifications and 
identify potential challenges you might face when selling to wholesalers so that you are 
prepared. Wholesale appeals to many farmers because it allows you to focus on what 
you’re good at - production.  

 
• Kitchens and Other Local Foods— Did you know that the percentage of meat in a 

product determines which regulations you need to follow?  This module will detail the 
ins and outs of regulations for jams and jellies to pasta and eggs, meat and jerky.  While 
many farmers think of local foods as produce, you will find that there are other products 
that you can sell locally.  

 
• Agritourism, Farm Stands and U-Pick—This session will explore the crossover between 

agriculture and tourism industries. You will learn about key ways you can adapt your 
farm and growing practices so that you can participate in the agritourism industry 
through u-picks, farm stands, and events.   
 

Don’t get surprised by the unexpected. Learn, plan and be proactive to ensure your success 
whatever sales venues you choose. 

 



In this section of the Selling Local Foods curriculum, we 
will talk about the different methods for selling to 
institutions. You will find that this can be a great way to 
increase your yearly sales and that it is an attainable 
project for anyone regardless of your farm size. Part of 
running a competitive business is continuously seeking 
out new ways to push your product out to new potential 
consumers. The fact that you have decided to sit down 
and learn more about selling to institutions shows that 
you are committed to growing your business through 
upselling. 

The word “institution” can seem kind of intimidating 
when you are used to selling mostly at market to people 
in your area. When we say institutions, we are talking 
about schools, hospitals, colleges and prisons. In the state 
of Missouri, there is a statute that allows for geographical 
preference to Missouri grown items. It used to be called 
“Farm to School” (FTS) but was changed in July of 2016 to 
“Farm to Table.” Essentially, this piece of legislation 
encourages all food service and restaurants across the 
state to purchase and serve Missouri grown produce. So, if 
you try to sell to in-state institutions, they will be more 
likely to purchase from you because of the legal 
incentives! 
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The graphic on this slide was created after a USDA survey 
of all of the school districts in the United States. The 
survey shows that 5,254 school districts – a total of 
42,587 schools across all 50 states and Washington 
D.C. – participate in farm-to-school activities. They might
serve local food in the cafeteria, hold taste tests or take
students on field trips to local farms and orchards.

During the 2013-2014 school year, these schools 
purchased $789 million worth of local products from 
farmers, ranchers, fishermen and other food producers. 
That is a 105% increase from the $386 millions of local 
food purchased in 2011-2012. This dramatic uptick in 
farm-to-school collaboration shows that institutions are 
increasingly becoming more invested in community 
economic development. 

Through these partnerships, 23.6 million students at 
42% of our country’s schools are engaging with local 
farms in some capacity. Part of this incredible trend can 
be attributed to legislative efforts. As we stated earlier, 
Missouri has a “Farm to Table” statute that encourages 
these transactions between institutions and local farmers. 
Missouri is one of 40 other states that have these 
supportive policies. 

One of the great things about selling to institutions is that 
if you partner with schools, you can help to further 
everyone’s education about local foods. The University of 
Missouri has created an app called “Seasonal and Simple” 
that helps people determine what local produce is in 
season and how to prepare it. If you are selling to schools, 
you can tell the lunch professionals, who are in charge of 
preparing the food, about this great app which will make 
their job easier. Selling to institutions is really about 
building up the community and creating close 
partnerships with schools. You do have to keep in mind 
that you can’t only rely on selling to local schools. Schools 
take the entire summer off so relying only on them would 
not be a sustainable business model. Consider working 
with other institutions and within other markets as well.  
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Ok, so you have decided you are going to break into the 
institutions market. Where do you start? 

You need to consider a variety of things. The first being 
seasonality, Schools are likely going to be in the market 
for the top five most consumed types of produce: bell 
peppers, cucumbers, tomatoes, watermelon and apples. 
You should always try to have these fruits and vegetables 
on hand when they were in season but don’t try to force 
anything. If none of those products are growing well at 
your farm, try another well-liked type of produce. 

Next, consider the skills of the kitchen staff. You can tell 
them about the “Seasonal and Simple” app that we just 
talked about. But, you can’t control what type of 
appliances they have or whether or not their kitchen is up 
to code. Offer to work with them to show them how to 
prepare each product when you make deliveries. 

Determining pricing is going to be a big deal for whatever 
market you are trying to break into. When selling to 
institutions, we use something called hotel pricing. It’s 
kind of a mix between wholesale and retail. Remember 
that you are trying to foster local growth and build up a 
lasting relationship. It’s important to understand that an 
institutional budget won’t allow for retail pricing but an 
elevated wholesale price can often times be negotiated in 
which case both sides win. 

Make sure you look into USDA requirements so that you 
are operating within the procurement guidelines and food 
safety plan. When you are selling to institutions, it is likely 
that your product will end up going to children and sick 
people. These are vulnerable populations, so you will 
want to invest in liability insurance.  
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Selling to institutions is similar to selling to restaurants in 
that it isn’t a one-time sale. You are making that first sale 
with the hopes that it will turn into a regular occurrence. 
This isn’t something that you are going to master 
overnight. You won’t wake up tomorrow and pack up 
your whole farm and drop it off at a local school with the 
expectation that they will be able to cut all ties with their 
current suppliers and use you forever! You need to start 
smaller. Pick something that is in season that you are 
good at growing and offer to start with that. When they 
decide to take you up on that offer and the first month 
goes well, then, maybe next month you add bell peppers 
in also. Just make sure that you have a reliable, consistent 
supply. 

Consider making a spreadsheet of produce that you 
expect to grow and reasonable price points that you 
would offer these products at. Then, the institution can 
plan ahead. They might be inclined to enter into a 
contract with you so that you can fill their demands while 
still ensuring you will be properly compensated for your 
products and services. Do keep in mind that you aren’t 
going to get paid immediately upon delivery. It will likely 
happen in 30 or 60 day cycles. Don’t bite off more than 
you can chew! 

Another thing you have to consider is that institutions 
sometimes have certain policies put in place that might 
slow down the initial partnership. For example, it can 
sometimes take a month or two to start doing business 
with a school because many districts require that the 
board approves all new vendor requests. 

Additionally, some institutions will be committed to 
contracts with large distributers such as U.S. Foods or 
Sysco. They might say that their contract won’t allow 
them to buy anything from you. There is usually about 8% 
of free purchasing allotted to them in these contracts. IF 
you ever run into this issue, ask if there is any wiggle 
room and remind them about the great service your 
mutual partnership would do for the community. If all 
schools bought 5% of their produce locally, it would be a 
huge boost to local economies.  
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When preparing to make a delivery, make sure that you 
discuss the packaging and grading preferences of the 
specific institution. They might not want you to bring all 
of your boxes and crates into their space. IF they do want 
that, they might require everything maintain a certain 
level of cleanliness. You also need to know if they expect 
the produce to be graded. They will likely be dicing 
everything up and cooking it together but it’s a good idea 
to ask ahead of time just in case they do prefer things to 
be sorted. A great way to start this conversation is by 
asking, “How do you prefer your produce come to you?” 
Then they can be very honest about what they expect so 
that there is no lapse in communication. 

Understand that this isn’t the same as selling at market. 
Like restaurants, institutions will be more likely to take 
your #2 grade vegetables if they are cooking this. 
However, make sure there is no obvious rotting and that 
the produce is high quality with a taste that aligns with 
your farm’s mission and standards. You may have to be 
prepared to adjust your pricing down if you are going to 
be selling them a batch of unattractive produce. My 
favorite saying for this situation is “If you don’t sell it, you 
smell it.” You must be willing to compromise in order to 
move your products. For more information on when and 
how to adjust pricing to move less appealing products, 
look to the Business section of the Selling Local Foods 
curriculum. 

As you’ve learned about in every other section, the key to 
breaking out into the institutions market and making 
consistent sales is to make friends. If it hasn’t been drilled 
into your brain yet, it will be now – customer service is 
king! Go to every new sale prepared. Call and make an 
appointment and be sure to show up on time! Have 
information about your farm ready to share. This includes 
knowing your mission statement off the top of your head 
and also being able to provide links to up-to-date 
websites and social media profiles that the buyer can use 
to do more research about your farm later. Be able to give 
references either from other institutions, restaurants or 
generally satisfied customers. You can tell someone that 
your product is the best all day, but unfortunately your 
opinion is a little biased. Being able to hear it from 
someone else will make it much more real. 

We said that schools will typically want to purchase the 
more typical products like bell peppers, cucumbers, 
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tomatoes and watermelon. If you don’t have those 
products, they might be willing to take something else 
that you do have. Just don’t try to sell them on a fancy 
type of produce. They are going to be much more 
comfortable with staples. Remember that many 
institutions are relatively new to purchasing local foods. 
Be transparent and walk them through everything they 
might need to know so that they can feel confident that 
they are making the right choice. 

Be proud of the work you’re doing locally. This helps to 
build to the very community that you live in. Think about 
ways you can spread the word about your farm. If you are 
selling to a school, you might consider asking that your 
farm be mentioned in the newsletter. This way, kids are 
eating your food at lunch and then bringing home a flier 
to their parents who might be inclined to learn more 
about your farm and what type of produce you have to 
offer. You can also consider writing up a press release to 
send to local media outlets. If you are compelling enough, 
a reporter will pick up the idea and turn it into an article 
that will act as a great source of promotion for your farm. 
If you have the budget to support it, you can even work to 
create a short radio ad for your favorite local station. 
Remember that partnering with institutions is a way for 
you to reach so many individuals that fall within your 
larger target audience. Don’t forget to expand your 
consumer base in that way also! 

These local partnerships are great for the local economy 
but you need to make sure that you are taking full 
advantage of it to boost your bottom line. You can ask the 
schools that you provide lunches to if they’d like to bring 
the students out to your farm for a field trip. You can 
charge for the kids to come and give them seeds to plant. 
When they go home and tell their parents about their fun 
day, the parents might consider coming back as a family 
weekend activity. 

You can also implement a school garden and help the kids 
to “plant their plot”. The seeds they sow could then 
become part of their school lunch. You could work with 
the school ahead of time so that they can help to select 
and purchase the seed and varieties that they want to be 
incorporated into the menu. Giving students choices gets 
them involved and encourages them to try the vegetables 
that are prepared as a part of their lunch meals. 
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In order to fully milk the partnership with your local 
institution, sell everything in a bundle. Say, “If you buy 
from me, I can do X, Y and Z for your school and even offer 
curriculum through MU Extension.” This approach will 
add credibility and make you seem like the full package. If 
they buy from you, the number of things that they will 
have to worry about coordinating will go way down. 

Breaking into a new market is hard and this change will 
not happen overnight. 

Watch out for seasonality. As we said before, the summer 
is a big three-month chunk of the growing season in 
which schools will not have any demand. Additionally, 
when school starts up again, your farmers’ market sales 
will likely decrease because parents will be going to 
watch their kids play soccer on the weekend instead of 
shopping at market. If you consider seasonality and plan 
for it, you can work around it. The key is not to put all of 
your energy into one market. Work to maintain a 
consistent quality and volume of your products and then 
promise to offer these products at a consistent price. This 
will make you easier to work with and it will make people 
more likely to sign more long-term contracts.  
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When in doubt, remember to seek out resources. Missouri 
is one of the only states in the U.S. that has multiple state 
agencies working to further farm-to-school programs. 

Follow these links for more information: 
Missouri Farm to School Website— 
http://mofarmtoschool.missouri.edu/ 

USDA Farm to School— 
http://www.fns.usda.gov/farmtoschool/farm-school 

• Learn about bidding and procurement (local
preference for purchasing).

National Farm to School Network— 
http://www.farmtoschool.org/ 

• Find tools and information about FTS programs in
the U.S.

Missouri Government Initiatives— 
http://health.mo.gov/living/wellness/nutrition/culinary
skills/  

• Read about the Missouri Culinary Skills Institute’s
mission to advance culinary skills of food service
staff in school to support nutritional environments.

AgriMissouri Classifieds— 
http://agrimissouri.com/account/classified/browse 

• This website is like a matchmaking site where
institutions can list the products they want and
farmers can list what they have for sale.
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Glossary of Terms 
Acidified canned food A food whose ingredients are primarily naturally not acidic (pH > 4.6) that 

are acidified with vinegar or lemon juice before canning. This includes 
pickled vegetables and other products. To sell these products at room 
temperature, a process review and attendance at Better Process Control 
School is required. 

Better Process Control 
School (BPCS)  

Better Process Control School is required for selling some shelf stable canned 
foods. The course either includes two days (only for acidified foods) or four 
days (for selling low acid canned foods). 

Clean The removal of dirt and debris. 

Commercial kitchen Typically, this is a food processing facility that uses commercial-size 
equipment for preparing food and is typically not a home kitchen used for 
regular family use. Note that if a processor needs a food safety license to sell 
a particular food, they need to obtain such license for themselves, even if 
someone else using the same facility has a license, unless that person is 
willing to take on the liability for another processor. 

Co-packer A contracted processing facility that manufactures and packages food 
products for a client based on the client specifications.  

Crisping Refreshing harvested fresh produce in water or sprinkling leafy commodities 
with water or ice to restore moisture content. 

Farmers’ Market RSMo. 144.527.2 defines a farmers’ market as “Individual farmers or a 
cooperative or nonprofit enterprise or association that consistently occupies 
a given site throughout the season, which operates principally as a common 
marketplace for an individual farmer or a group of farmers to sell farm 
products directly to consumers, and where the products sold are produced 
by the participating farmers with the sole intent and purpose of generating a 
portion of household income.” 

Under this definition farmers’ markets include but may not be limited to: 

• One or more producers at any location
• Roadside farm stands or farmers selling directly from their home
• Community Supported Agriculture (CSA’s)
• Agritourism operations
• Any operation where farmers sell farm products from their farms

directly to consumers with a logical pattern
• Both the act of organization or assembly and the individual

participants may be considered farmers’ markets.

It is important to recognize the separation between markets as a common 
marketplace and markets as individuals and entities. The laws and 
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regulations governing a farmers’ market as a common marketplace are 
determined by the market’s organizational structure and the activities the 
market (organizing body) performs under applicable state and local laws. 
The laws governing vendors are determined by their legal incorporation and 
the types of products and services they provide under applicable state and 
local laws, whether they qualify as a farmers’ market themselves or not. 

FDA The United States Food and Drug Administration. Generally, responsible for 
regulating all food products other than meat and poultry. 

Food Hub A centrally located facility with a business management structure facilitating 
the aggregation, storage, processing, distribution, and/or marketing of 
locally/regionally produced food products. 

Food Safety 
Modernization Act 
(FSMA) 

A law signed in January 2011. It includes final rules released in 2015 on 
produce safety, as well as processed food safety. This is the first time that 
there have been governmental regulatory requirements for selling fresh, 
whole produce. More information is available from 
http://missourifamilies.org/foodsafety/newsletters/ or 
www.fda.gov/Food/GuidanceRegulation/FSMA/default.htm  

fresh-cut “…any fresh fruit, vegetable or combination that has been physically altered 
from its original form, but remains in a fresh state.” 

GAPs Good Agriculture Practices. For the purposes of USDA’s GAPs program, GAPs 
applies to produce growing, harvest, packing, and transportation. If a 
product is GAP certified, the grower has passed an audit that they are using 
good food safety produce growing practices. Not that GAPs is not a 
regulatory requirement, but may be required by a buyer.  

GFSI The Global Food Safety Initiative. Some buyers may request that producers 
pass one of the GFSI- recognized 3rd party audits for food safety. Some of the 
auditing schemes recognized by GFSI include Primus and Safe Quality Food 
(SQF). 

GMPs Good Manufacturing Practices- the basic sanitary and processing 
requirements necessary to ensure the production of safe food. 
Implementing these is essential to meeting FDA and USDA food safety 
requirements. 

Grocery Store A market outlet for distribution of local food products for retail sale to 
consumers. 

Group GAPs A USDA food safety certification program which officially began April 3, 
2016. Under the program, growers of any size can be USDA-GAP certified as 
a group. 

HACCP Hazard Analysis and Critical Control Points. A HACCP plan and 
implementation program is a regulatory requirement for meat and poultry 
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products, seafood, some juice, some vacuum- packed products, and by some 
food buyers. 

High acid canned food The natural pH of the product is < 4.6. This includes most fruits and naturally 
fermented foods. No process review is required but pH records must be 
kept. 

Hydro-Cooling When warm produce is cooled directly by chilled water, the process is 
known as hydro-cooling. 

Incubator kitchen A kitchen facility that can be utilized by start-up or other food businesses. 
May also be considered a “community” or “shared-use” kitchen. Note that 
generally, if a food product requires a food safety license to sell, the 
processor would still need to obtain such license for themselves, even if 
someone else using the facility has a license, unless that person is willing to 
take on the liability for another processor. 

Local There is currently no uniform national definition for this term. However, if 
the term is used, it must be truthful and not misleading. The 2008 Farm Act 
defined this term as < 400 miles from the origin. 

Low acid canned food A food product that has a natural pH of greater than 4.6. This would include 
canned vegetables and meats packed in water. To sell these products at 
room temperature, a process review, attendance at Better Process Control 
School, and commercial retort canning are required. 

Natural USDA defines “natural” related to how a meat product was processed, 
stating that it is “minimally processed and contains no artificial ingredients.” 
FDA does not currently have a definition for natural. However, FDA “has not 
objected to the use of the term if the food does not contain added color, 
artificial flavors, or synthetic substances.” 

Organic For any food product to be labeled as “certified organic” or “USDA Organic,” 
they must be certified to meet all the requirements of the USDA National 
Organic Program. 

pH A measure of the acidity of a food product, which has a major impact on the 
microbial safety of the product, since some organisms do not grow well in 
acidic conditions. 

Potentially hazardous 
food 

Often commonly called “perishable” foods. A food that is natural or 
synthetic and that requires temperature control because it is in a form 
capable of supporting hazardous microorganisms. 

Produce Auction A market outlet for locally produced wholesale products. Fresh produce, as 
well as a variety of other agricultural products, are offered for sale to the 
highest bidder.  
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Restaurant A market outlet for locally produced food to be sold and prepared for 
consumption by consumers. 

Sanitize Treating to reduce the amount of bacteria on a surface. 

Trimming Removing the parts of harvested fresh produce which are most likely to 
deteriorate. It removes the dried plant fluid that seeps out after harvesting 
which clog the plants pores, not allowing for proper hydration, and it 
removes those parts that detract from taste and eye appeal. 

USDA The United States Department of Agriculture. Generally responsible for 
regulating meat and poultry products and also perform other roles 
supporting agriculture, such as conducting Good Agricultural Practices (GAP) 
audits. 

Water activity Water activity is a measurement of the water available for the growth of 
microorganisms in a food product. It is affected by moisture content, as well 
as salt and sugar content of the product. It ranges from 0 to 1 (distilled water 
is a w1). 
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