
The Friends of the Farmers Market of Blacksburg, VA, received $50,041 to implement a new 
EBT/debit system program that allows farmer/vendors to expand and diversify their clientele, as well 
as improve access to locally produced nutritious foods for SNAP benefit participants and college 
students. 
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PROJECT	  SUMMARY	  
	  
Background	  
The	   New	   River	   Valley	   (NRV),	   is	   located	   in	   the	   Appalachian	   Mountains	   of	   southwest	  
Virginia.	  In	  2010	  (the	  year	  that	  this	  project	  commenced)	  this	  predominately	  rural	  region	  
had	  an	  unemployment	   rate	  of	   9.1%,	  with	  17.8%	  of	   residents	   living	   in	  poverty	   (almost	  
double	   the	   state	   average).	   The	   Town	   of	   Blacksburg	   is	   the	   largest	   municipality	   in	   the	  
region,	   with	   41,796	   residents.	   The	   Blacksburg	   Farmers	  Market	   (BFM)	   is	   a	   year-‐round	  
market	  that	  provides	  a	  venue	  for	  small,	  family-‐owned	  farms	  from	  throughout	  the	  region	  
to	   sell	   fresh	   produce	   and	   farm	   products.	   The	  market	   is	   under	   the	   jurisdiction	   of	   the	  
applicant	   501(C)(3)	   organization,	   Friends	   of	   the	   Farmers	   Market	   Inc.	   (FFM).	   FFM	   is	  
committed	   to	  making	   a	   positive	   impact	   in	   the	   community	   by	   providing	   an	   accessible	  
venue	  for	  the	  purchase	  of	  healthy	  and	  affordable	  food,	  educational	  programs	  to	  inform	  
of	   their	   benefits,	   and	   increased	   opportunities	   for	   local	   farmers	   to	   reach	   an	   expanded	  
clientele.	  An	  increased	  public	  awareness	  of	  the	  benefits	  of	  eating	  fresh,	  nutritious	  foods,	  
coupled	  with	  a	  concern	  for	  supporting	   local	   food	  producers,	  has	  resulted	   in	  a	  growing	  
number	  of	  people	  attending	  the	  market	  on	  a	  regular	  basis.	  Several	  studies	  link	  farmers’	  
market	  patronage	  with	   individuals	  of	  higher	  educational	  attainment	  and	   income	  levels	  
than	   the	   average	   population.	   These	   studies	   stress	   the	   unique	   barriers	   (e.g.	   price	  
sensitivity	   and	   transportation	   issues)	   for	   low-‐income	   consumers.	   A	   pilot	   study	  
conducted	  at	  a	   local	  Head	  Start	   (low-‐income,	  government-‐funded	  preschool)	   reported	  
that	   only	   two	   of	   32	   families	   had	   ever	   shopped	   at	   the	   BFM.	   In	   this	   study,	   farmers	  
indicated	  that	  they	  desired	  to	  reach	   low-‐income	  shoppers,	  as	  they	  rarely	  have	  contact	  
with	   this	   client	   base.	   Food	   access	   issues	   in	   the	   NRV	   are	   rural	   in	   nature,	   where	   gas	  
stations	  and	  small	  grocers	  who	  do	  not	  offer	  fresh	  produce	  are	  often	  the	  main	  source	  of	  
food	   for	   low-‐income	   populations.	   The	   FFM	   hoped	   to	   combat	   the	   low	   availability	   of	  
nutritious	  foods	  by	  offering	  produce	  and	  other	  healthy	  food	  products	  to	  families	  using	  
SNAP	  benefits	  at	  the	  farmers	  market.	  
At	  the	  same	  time,	  the	  FFM	  noted	  another	  potential	  customer	  base	  that	  appeared	  to	  be	  
underserved	  -‐Virginia	  Polytechnic	  Institute	  and	  State	  University	  (Virginia	  Tech)	  students.	  
Virginia	  Tech,	   located	  adjacent	   to	   the	  market	   in	  Blacksburg,	   registers	  over	  30,000	   full-‐
time	   students.	   Farmer/vendors	   routinely	   indicate	   that	   they	  desire	   to	   increase	   student	  
attendance	   at	   the	   market.	   In	   2008,	   FFM	   commissioned	   a	   class	   of	   Urban	   Planning	  
students	   from	   Virginia	   Tech	   to	   conduct	   a	   demographic	   survey	   of	   farmer’s	   market	  
patrons.	   It	   found	   that	   the	   average	   age	   of	   customers	   was	   48	   yrs.	   and	   that	   78%	  were	  
highly	   educated.	   Only	   20%	   were	   students.	   Notoriously,	   students	   with	   newly-‐gained	  
independence	   in	   their	   food	   choices,	   opt	   for	   a	   diet	   high	   in	   fat	   and	   calories	   and	   low	   in	  
fruits	   and	   vegetables,	   resulting	   in	  weight	   gain.	   (Racette	   2005).	   Providing	   a	   source	   for	  
healthy	  foods	  may	  change	  consumption	  patterns	  and	  eating	  habits	  over	  the	  lifetime	  of	  
the	  student,	  encouraging	  them	  to	  patronize	  farmers	  markets	  wherever	  they	  go.	  	  
Diversifying	   the	   consumer	   base	   with	   SNAP	   participants	   and	   students	   would	   improve	  
profitability,	  affect	  consumption	  patterns,	  and	  bolster	  consumer-‐producer	  relationships.	  



	  
	  
Project	  Goals	  
This	  project	  was	  designed	  to	  support	  the	  efforts	  of	  vendors	  at	  the	  Blacksburg	  Farmers	  
Market	  to	  increase	  overall	  revenues	  by	  reaching	  a	  growing	  and	  diverse	  clientele	  through	  
the	   establishment	   of	   outreach,	   education	   and	   marketing	   programs	   that	   target	   two	  	  
potential	  client	  groups:	  
a)	   Participants	   of	   the	   federal	   Supplemental	   Nutrition	   Assistance	   Program	   (SNAP),	  
formerly	  known	  as	  ‘foodstamps’,	  and	  	  
b)	  Students	  of	  Virginia	  Tech,	  the	  campus	  of	  which	  is	  located	  adjacent	  to	  the	  market.	  	  
At	  the	  project	  onset,	  few	  SNAP	  participants	  and	  college	  students	  had	  actually	  benefitted	  
from	  the	  local	  market.	  Project	  activities	  would	  be	  aimed	  at	  enhancing	  the	  engagement	  
of	  these	  groups	  through	  the	  establishment	  of	  a	  new	  EBT	  program,	  as	  well	  as	  the	  
capacity	  to	  accept	  the	  Hokie	  Passport	  student	  debit	  card.	  Community	  partners,	  including	  
the	  Virginia	  Cooperative	  Extension	  SNAP-‐Ed	  program	  and	  several	  other	  faculties,	  
departments	  and	  student	  organizations	  of	  Virginia	  Tech,	  would	  collaborate	  with	  FFM	  to	  
support	  the	  development	  of	  outreach,	  education	  and	  marketing	  programs,	  ultimately	  
enhancing	  the	  reach	  and	  effectiveness	  of	  the	  new	  EBT/Debit	  program.	  The	  project	  
would	  increase	  access	  to	  locally-‐produced,	  nutritious	  food	  for	  two	  previously	  
underserved	  demographic	  groups	  (low-‐income	  and	  student),	  as	  well	  as	  contribute	  to	  
increased	  revenues	  for	  farmer/vendors.	  	  
	  
The	  project	  period	  was	  from	  9/30/2010	  to	  9/30/2012.	  It	  was	  administered	  by	  the	  
Friends	  of	  the	  Farmers	  Market,	  Inc.,	  and	  managed	  by	  Ellen	  Stewart,	  Market	  Director.	  



	  
ACTIVITIES	  AND	  OUTCOMES	  
	  
New	  EBT	  and	  Debit	  Services	  
Administrative	  support	  for	  the	  new	  EBT/Debit	  Project	  was	  received	  from	  Carmen	  Byker	  
and	  Sarah	  Misyak,	  who	  were	  enrolled	  as	  graduate	  students	  in	  the	  Virginia	  Tech	  
Department	  of	  Human	  Nutrition,	  Foods	  and	  Exercise.	  
	  
In	  November	  2010,	  Ellen	  Stewart	  and	  Carmen	  Byker	  visited	  the	  Abingdon	  Farmers	  
Market	  (the	  first	  farmers	  market	  in	  Virginia	  to	  offer	  EBT	  services)	  to	  view	  their	  
operation,	  which	  was	  based	  on	  a	  wireless	  terminal/token	  system.	  In	  February	  2011,	  the	  
Friends	  of	  the	  Farmers	  Market	  organized	  and	  hosted	  a	  day-‐long	  training	  workshop	  with	  
Sara	  Cardinale,	  manager	  of	  the	  Abingdon	  Market.	  The	  workshop	  was	  attended	  by	  
managers	  from	  4	  other	  markets	  within	  our	  region	  –	  Roanoke	  City	  Market,	  Salem	  
Market,	  Floyd	  Market	  and	  Grandin	  Market.	  This	  was	  a	  detailed	  training	  in	  the	  operation	  
of	  an	  EBT/Debit	  program,	  including	  bookkeeping,	  sale	  of	  tokens,	  vendor	  reimbursement	  
and	  volunteer	  recruitment	  and	  supervision.	  The	  session	  provided	  an	  excellent	  
foundation	  for	  the	  5	  participating	  markets	  to	  set	  up	  their	  new	  EBT	  programs.	  It	  also	  gave	  
them	  a	  rare	  opportunity	  to	  ‘talk	  shop’	  with	  other	  market	  managers,	  sharing	  experiences	  
and	  challenges.	  Seeing	  the	  value	  in	  this	  interaction,	  Market	  Director	  Ellen	  Stewart	  
invited	  the	  workshop	  participants	  to	  meet	  on	  a	  regular	  basis	  to	  discuss	  the	  progress	  of	  
their	  new	  EBT	  programs,	  as	  well	  as	  other	  issues	  that	  regularly	  arise	  in	  the	  administration	  
of	  farmers	  markets.	  The	  first	  meeting	  was	  attended	  by	  a	  reporter	  from	  the	  Roanoke	  
Times,	  who	  wrote	  a	  feature	  article	  to	  inform	  the	  public	  about	  the	  new	  EBT	  programs	  at	  
markets	  across	  the	  region.	  	  	  
	  Friends	  of	  the	  Farmers	  Market	  has	  continued	  to	  provide	  leadership	  and	  coordination	  
for	  the	  informal	  group,	  who	  call	  themselves	  the	  Blue	  Ridge	  Farmers	  Market	  Coalition.	  It	  
meets	  approximately	  5	  times	  per	  year,	  and	  has	  grown	  to	  include	  8	  markets	  from	  across	  
the	  region.	  Members	  have	  also	  participated	  in	  planning	  sessions	  for	  the	  new	  Virginia	  
Farmers	  Market	  Manager	  Association.	  
	  
In	  preparation	  for	  being	  able	  to	  offer	  the	  new	  EBT/Debit	  service,	  the	  Market	  Director	  
worked	  with	  First	  Merchant	  Solutions	  (which	  now	  goes	  by	  the	  name	  TSYS)	  to	  purchase	  a	  
remote	  card	  terminal	  and	  set	  up	  a	  merchant	  account	  to	  process	  transactions.	  A	  separate	  
bank	  account	  was	  set	  up	  at	  the	  National	  Bank	  of	  Blacksburg	  for	  administration	  of	  all	  
funds	  attached	  to	  the	  program.	  Wooden	  tokens	  were	  ordered	  online	  from	  the	  Wooden	  
Nickel	  Company,	  in	  $1	  increments	  for	  EBT	  customers	  and	  $5	  increments	  for	  debit	  
customers.	  
	  



	  
	  
A	  banner	  was	  purchased	  for	  display	  at	  the	  Information	  Table	  at	  the	  Market,	  to	  inform	  
the	  public	  about	  the	  new	  EBT/Debit	  program,	  with	  the	  official	  SNAP	  logo	  featured	  
prominently.	  
A	  manual	  was	  created	  to	  by	  the	  Market	  Director	  to	  be	  used	  in	  educating	  Market	  
vendors	  about	  the	  new	  EBT/Debit	  program	  (see	  Appendix	  A)	  She	  also	  met	  individually	  
with	  all	  vendors	  to	  review	  the	  program	  and	  determine	  which	  of	  their	  products	  were	  
SNAP-‐eligible.	  	  
A	  tracking	  and	  reimbursement	  system	  was	  developed	  to	  record	  transactions	  and	  
facilitate	  vendor	  payment	  (using	  Excel	  and	  Quickbooks).	  
	  
After	  several	  months	  of	  preparation,	  the	  EBT/Debit	  program	  was	  launched	  in	  July	  2011.	  
Daily	  operations	  were	  overseen	  by	  Market	  Director	  Ellen	  Stewart,	  with	  assistance	  by	  VT	  
Graduate	  student	  Sarah	  Misyak.	  In	  September	  they	  trained	  13	  Virginia	  Tech	  students	  
who	  had	  chosen	  the	  farmers	  market	  as	  a	  placement	  site	  for	  completing	  ‘service	  
learning’	  hours	  through	  the	  VT	  Engage	  program.	  One	  of	  their	  primary	  responsibilities	  
was	  the	  operation	  of	  the	  EBT/Debit	  program	  on	  market	  days	  (ie	  –	  sale	  of	  tokens),	  
representing	  an	  in-‐kind	  donation	  of	  approximately	  240	  hours	  of	  volunteer	  work	  during	  
the	  fall	  2011	  semester.	  Over	  the	  course	  of	  the	  project,	  student	  volunteers	  would	  
continue	  to	  be	  an	  invaluable	  source	  of	  support	  for	  the	  new	  EBT/Debit	  program,	  
contributing	  hundreds	  of	  additional	  volunteer	  hours.	  
 

 
        A Virginia Tech student assists with the EBT/Debit Program as part of a service learning 
         partnership between the Blacksburg Farmers Market and VT Engage                             



Blue	  Ridge	  Real	  Estate	  of	  Blacksburg	  temporarily	  donated	  the	  use	  of	  office	  space	  fronted	  
on	  the	  Market,	  providing	  invaluable	  support	  to	  the	  new	  EBT/Debit	  program.	  The	  space	  
provided	  equipment	  storage,	  an	  indoor	  alternative	  for	  token	  sales	  during	  inclement	  
weather,	  and	  a	  meeting	  space	  for	  training	  volunteers.	  The	  Friends	  of	  the	  Farmers	  
Market	  have	  since	  entered	  into	  a	  more	  permanent	  rental	  arrangement	  for	  use	  of	  this	  
space.	  	  	  
	  
In	  the	  fall	  of	  2011	  the	  Friends	  of	  the	  Farmers	  Market	  began	  a	  fundraising	  campaign	  
aimed	  at	  soliciting	  community	  support	  for	  the	  establishment	  of	  a	  SNAP	  Double	  Value	  
Incentive	  Program.	  The	  goal	  was	  to	  offer	  double	  the	  value	  on	  all	  EBT	  tokens	  that	  were	  
purchased	  at	  the	  Market.	  This	  initial	  campaign	  resulted	  in	  the	  following	  donations:	  

	  
• $1,400	  from	  Blacksburg	  Presbyterian	  Church	  
• $468	  from	  Blacksburg	  Unitarian	  Universalist	  Congregation	  
• $200	  from	  Blacksburg	  United	  Methodist	  Church	  
• $200	  from	  St.	  Michael’s	  Lutheran	  Church	  
• $1,000	  from	  Friends	  of	  the	  Farmers	  Market	  fundraisers	  	  

	  
With	  a	  total	  of	  $3,268	  raised	  from	  within	  the	  community,	  the	  Double	  Value	  Incentive	  
Program	  was	  launched	  in	  July	  2012.	  An	  immediate	  increase	  in	  the	  number	  of	  SNAP	  
customers,	  as	  well	  as	  the	  amount	  of	  SNAP	  dollars	  spent	  at	  the	  market,	  was	  noted	  (see	  
table	  1,	  pg.	  9).	  	  
Marketing	  initiatives	  by	  Friends	  of	  the	  Farmers	  Market	  and	  their	  community	  partners,	  
aimed	  at	  attracting	  more	  SNAP	  customers	  to	  the	  Market,	  included:	  
	  

• 5,000	  postcards	  were	  printed,	  with	  general	  information	  about	  the	  farmers	  
market	  on	  one	  side,	  and	  info	  about	  the	  new	  EBT/Debit	  program	  on	  the	  other	  
side.	  	  These	  were	  widely	  distributed,	  both	  at	  the	  Market,	  as	  well	  as	  numerous	  
locations,	  including	  regional	  Health	  and	  Human	  Services	  offices,	  the	  Virginia	  Tech	  
Visitor	  Center	  and	  at	  community	  workshops	  and	  events	  (see	  page	  7).	  

• field	  trips	  to	  the	  market	  for	  SNAP	  recipients,	  organized	  by	  Sarah	  Misyak	  in	  
conjunction	  with	  the	  Virginia	  Cooperative	  Extension	  (VCE)	  Family	  Nutrition	  
Program.	  All	  attendees	  received	  an	  introduction	  to	  using	  SNAP	  at	  the	  market,	  a	  
market	  tour,	  and	  $25	  to	  spend	  (a	  donation	  from	  VCE).	  They	  were	  also	  given	  
disposable	  cameras	  to	  be	  used	  in	  creating	  photo	  essays	  of	  their	  Market	  
experience.	  

• Low-‐cost	  cooking	  demonstrations	  at	  the	  Market,	  featuring	  seasonal	  produce,	  
conducted	  by	  the	  VCE	  Family	  Nutrition	  Program,	  with	  student	  volunteers.	  

• A	  presentation	  to	  50	  SNAP	  eligibility	  workers	  at	  the	  Department	  of	  Health	  and	  
Human	  Services	  for	  Montgomery	  County.	  Flyers	  were	  created	  for	  distribution	  to	  
clients	  (see	  page	  8).	  

	  
	  



	  
	  

	  
	  

Postcard	  created	  by	  Friends	  of	  the	  Farmers	  Market	  
to	  promote	  the	  new	  EBT/Debit	  program	  

	  
	  

 

  

 
Over 40 vendors  
offering  
a bounty of  
FRESH and LOCAL  
farm products,  
baked goods 
 and crafts 
 
 

Celebrate the  
seasons with 
chef demos,  

tastings,  
live music,  

kids activities 
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Flyer	  distributed	  to	  local	  Health	  and	  Human	  Services	  offices	  
to	  attract	  new	  SNAP	  customers	  to	  the	  farmers	  market	  

	  
	  

 

                                                                                  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

Using  your  Food  Stamp/SNAP  Benefits  
at  the  Blacksburg  Farmers  Market  

 1. Bring  your  card  with  you  to  the  

information  table  at  the  market.  
  

 2. Swipe  your  card  and  enter  your  pin.  
  

 3. Get  tokens  for  use  at  ANY  vendor.  

The  tokens                                                                      

NEVER  EXPIRE.  

  

Now get DOUBLE the value! For example, swipe for 
 

  

The  Blacksburg  Farmers  Market  is  located  at  the  corner  of  

Draper  and  Roanoke  in  downtown  Blacksburg.  



Table 1 
Blacksburg Farmers Market 
EBT/Debit Program Revenues, 2011 - 2012 
	  
	   2011	   2012	  
	   DEBIT	   EBT	   DEBIT	   EBT	   Double	  

Value	  
Distributed	  

January	   	   	   $105	   -‐	   	  
February	   	   	   $55	   -‐	   	  
March	   	   	   $135	   $30	   	  
April	   	   	   $1,053	   $208	   	  
May	   	   	   $1195	   $175	   	  
June	   	   	   $1190	   $421	   	  
July	   *$155	   $5	   **$1143	   $340	   $340	  

August	   $550	   $25	   $1848	   $446	   $446	  
September	   $1815	   $172	   $2698	   $395	   $395	  
October	   $1645	   $70	   $2175	   $216	   $216	  
November	   $515	   $310	   $605	   $407	   $407	  
December	   $985	   $157	   $1655	   $273	   $273	  
TOTAL	   $5,665	   $739	   $13,857	   $2,911	   $2,077	  

	  
*	  first	  month	  of	  EBT/Debit	  program	  
	  
**	  first	  month	  of	  SNAP	  Double	  Value	  program	  
	  

Education	  and	  Engagement	  Activities	  Targeting	  Virginia	  Tech	  Students	  
	  
Over	  the	  grant	  period,	  a	  number	  of	  activities	  were	  undertaken	  in	  an	  effort	  to	  increase	  
the	  engagement	  of	  Virginia	  Tech	  students	  with	  the	  farmers	  market.	  
	  
Friends	  of	  the	  Farmers	  Market	  partnered	  with	  the	  Virginia	  Tech	  Sustainable	  Food	  Corps	  
(a	  student-‐led	  organization)	  to	  organize	  a	  series	  of	  on-‐campus	  farmers	  markets	  (5	  –	  6	  
per	  school	  year).	  These	  events	  took	  place	  outside	  of	  a	  busy	  student	  activity	  center,	  
where	  foot-‐traffic	  was	  high.	  Participating	  vendors	  from	  the	  Blacksburg	  Farmers	  Market	  
engaged	  student	  customers	  in	  conversations	  about	  the	  Market,	  and	  distributed	  
postcards	  with	  information	  re:	  location,	  hours,	  etc.	  Debit/token	  services	  were	  available,	  
introducing	  many	  students	  to	  this	  payment	  option.	  Some	  of	  the	  costs	  associated	  with	  
the	  on-‐campus	  markets	  were	  paid	  through	  a	  sponsorship	  from	  the	  VT	  Center	  for	  
Student	  Engagement	  and	  Community	  Service,	  in	  partnership	  with	  other	  student	  services	  



and	  organizations.	  Additional	  support	  was	  received	  from	  the	  Dean	  of	  Graduate	  Studies	  
and	  the	  Assistant	  Director	  of	  Student	  Services.	  
	  
A	  Student	  Advisory	  Group	  was	  formed	  to	  provide	  recommendations	  to	  Friends	  of	  the	  
Farmers	  Market	  regarding	  potential	  student	  engagement	  activities.	  
	  
As	  interest	  in	  the	  local	  food	  movement	  grew,	  several	  departments	  invited	  the	  Market	  
Director	  to	  speak	  to	  classes,	  and	  to	  work	  with	  students	  on	  special	  projects.	  These	  
departments	  included	  Human	  Nutrition,	  Foods	  and	  Exercise,	  the	  Pamplin	  School	  of	  
Business,	  History,	  and	  Civic	  Agriculture.	  
	  
	  	  

	  
Through	  engagement	  activities,	  many	  students	  developed	  new	  and	  	  

lasting	  relationships	  with	  the	  Blacksburg	  Farmers	  Market	  
	  

During	  the	  grant	  period,	  an	  increasing	  number	  of	  student	  organizations	  applied	  to	  use	  
the	  Market	  as	  a	  venue	  to	  promote	  their	  projects,	  including	  the	  campus	  radio	  station,	  the	  
Association	  of	  American	  Foresters	  (student	  chapter),	  the	  Student	  Dietetic	  Association,	  
the	  Sustainable	  Foods	  Corps,	  the	  Environmental	  Coalition,	  and	  Oxfam.	  Each	  time	  a	  
student	  group	  set	  up	  at	  the	  market	  they	  attracted	  a	  new	  audience	  of	  students,	  many	  of	  
whom	  were	  discovering	  the	  Market	  for	  the	  first	  time.	  This	  trend	  reflects	  an	  increased	  
appreciation	  among	  students	  of	  the	  Market	  as	  a	  community	  gathering	  place,	  creating	  a	  
significant	  bridge	  between	  campus	  and	  the	  Market.	  	  
	  
Students	  who	  performed	  ‘service	  learning’	  activities	  at	  the	  Market	  made	  up	  one	  of	  the	  
most	  engaged	  groups.	  Many	  of	  these	  students	  admitted	  to	  never	  having	  shopped	  at	  the	  
Market	  before	  signing	  up	  to	  volunteer.	  Their	  roles	  included	  assisting	  with	  the	  operation	  
of	  the	  EBT/Debit	  program,	  as	  well	  as	  with	  special	  events,	  website	  development,	  social	  
media	  training	  and	  business	  plan	  development	  for	  vendors,	  and	  marketing	  activities.	  
Many	  of	  these	  students	  have	  become	  regular	  customers,	  and	  have	  continued	  to	  
volunteer	  after	  their	  required	  service	  learning	  hours	  were	  completed.	  
	  



We	  originally	  intended	  to	  develop	  the	  capacity	  to	  accept	  the	  student	  “Hokie	  Pass’	  debit	  
card	  as	  part	  of	  the	  new	  EBT/Debit	  program.	  Unfortunately,	  it	  was	  discovered	  that	  this	  
was	  only	  available	  for	  landline	  users,	  and	  would	  not	  be	  possible	  with	  the	  remote	  card	  
reader	  that	  is	  used	  at	  the	  Market.	  Despite	  this,	  student	  customers	  have	  been	  observed	  
to	  be	  the	  most	  frequent	  users	  of	  the	  debit/token	  service	  at	  the	  Market	  during	  the	  fall	  
and	  spring	  semesters.	  
	  
In	  May	  2011,	  the	  Friends	  of	  the	  Farmers	  Market	  was	  recognized	  by	  the	  Center	  for	  
Student	  Engagement	  and	  Community	  Service	  at	  Virginia	  Tech	  as	  one	  of	  their	  most	  
engaged	  community	  partners.	  PhD	  student	  Carmen	  Byker	  was	  the	  recipient	  of	  the	  	  
Gwin	  Parker-‐Gwin	  Student	  Engagement	  Award	  for	  the	  work	  that	  she	  did	  with	  the	  
Blacksburg	  Farmers	  Market,	  much	  of	  which	  was	  dedicated	  to	  the	  FMPP	  project.	  
	  

	  
Market	  Director	  Ellen	  Stewart,	  Graduate	  Student	  Carmen	  Byker,	  	  

and	  Market	  vendor	  Jenny	  Schwanke	  at	  the	  VT	  Engage	  Awards	  Ceremony	  
	  
New	  Developments	  
	  
The	  projects	  that	  were	  started	  with	  FMPP	  support	  have	  continued	  to	  flourish	  since	  
the	  end	  of	  our	  grant	  period,	  as	  the	  Friends	  of	  the	  Farmers	  Market	  demonstrate	  a	  
sustained	  commitment	  to	  the	  engagement	  of	  low-‐income	  and	  student	  customers.	  
	  
Ongoing	  fundraising	  continues	  to	  support	  the	  Double	  Value	  Incentive	  Program,	  
which	  has	  been	  available	  to	  every	  SNAP	  customer	  since	  the	  launch	  of	  the	  program	  in	  
July	  2012.	  
	  
In	  November	  2012	  Friends	  of	  the	  Farmers	  Market	  entered	  into	  a	  contract	  
agreement	  with	  VT	  Engage	  for	  the	  placement	  of	  an	  Americorps/VISTA	  volunteer,	  
who	  is	  dedicated	  to	  the	  continued	  promotion	  of	  the	  SNAP/EBT	  program	  at	  the	  
Market.	  As	  well,	  she	  is	  working	  with	  the	  vendors	  to	  create	  a	  ‘Market	  Store’	  that	  will	  



provide	  a	  venue	  for	  them	  to	  sell	  their	  goods	  to	  a	  broader	  customer	  base.	  She	  also	  
coordinates	  service	  learning	  volunteers	  to	  assist	  with	  the	  EBT/Debit	  program.	  
	  
The	  VT	  Sustainable	  Food	  Corps	  has	  applied	  to	  the	  Student	  Government	  Association	  
for	  a	  grant	  to	  purchase	  Market	  tokens	  to	  distribute	  to	  students	  as	  an	  incentive	  to	  
visit	  the	  farmers	  market.	  
	  
We	  have	  recently	  received	  funding	  through	  the	  Southern	  SARE	  Sustainable	  
Community	  Innovation	  grants	  program	  to	  conduct	  a	  study	  of	  the	  accessibility	  of	  
local	  produce	  to	  low-‐income	  residents	  of	  Montgomery	  County,	  and	  to	  explore	  
creative	  options	  to	  connecting	  customers	  with	  local	  foods	  and	  support	  the	  increased	  
capacity	  of	  local	  farmers	  to	  meet	  growing	  demands.	  
	  
With	  the	  invaluable	  assistance	  provided	  by	  the	  FMPP,	  the	  Blacksburg	  Farmers	  
Market	  has	  successfully	  met	  their	  goals	  of	  broadening	  their	  customer	  base	  through	  a	  
new	  EBT/debit	  program	  and	  increased	  student	  engagement.	  These	  programs	  have	  
provided	  the	  structural	  support	  and	  partner-‐based	  commitment	  needed	  to	  continue	  
to	  build	  a	  stronger	  local	  food	  economy	  for	  the	  residents	  of	  our	  community.	  
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Wednesday, August 17, 2011

SNAP cards give low-income customers access to farmers
markets
Through an innovative system of tokens, low-income customers are able to purchase fresh produce
near their homes.

By Lindsey Nair
  981-3343

Elbert "Tee" Reynolds has become the official greeter at the West End Community Market in Roanoke,
where every Tuesday afternoon he swipes customers' benefit cards and hands them wooden tokens.

The cards represent Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program benefits for low-income families, while
the tokens represent welcome cash for hardworking local farmers.

Reynolds, a SNAP recipient who volunteers at the market, said some families who live in the
surrounding neighborhoods do not have easy access to fresh, healthy food. Until recently, residents did
not shop at the farmers market because they didn't have the money.

"Why should we not be able to afford this?" he said, gesturing toward tables loaded with vine-ripened
tomatoes and plump nectarines.

The West End market is one of a half-dozen farmers markets in the Roanoke and New River valleys that
started accepting SNAP (formerly known as food stamps) this summer. The others are in downtown
Roanoke, Grandin Village in Roanoke, Salem, Blacksburg and Floyd.

The addition of those markets, as well as the Covington market and a handful in far Southwest Virginia,
brings the number of SNAP-approved farmers markets in Virginia to 34, according to the U.S.
Department of Agriculture. More are expected to implement programs next year.

This growth echoes a national trend. The USDA said nearly 12 percent of farmers markets in the United
States are now capable of accepting food stamps, a 16 percent increase over 2010.

But implementation of these programs is not exactly a snap.

Finding the money

To make a purchase, qualified customers must first figure out how much they want to spend, then have
the money withdrawn from their SNAP accounts by swiping their Electronic Benefits Transfer cards
through a hand-held device.

After the card is scanned, the customer gets the "money" in $1 wooden tokens. Farmers accept the
tokens like cash, but they cannot give customers change -- instead, they throw in an extra veggie or take
something off the order. The farmer then turns the tokens in for checks from the market manager.
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Card scanners cost between $750 and $1,300, said Toni Washington, EBT project consultant for the
Virginia Department of Social Services. The devices require monthly wireless fees and, if market
officials choose to accept debit or credit cards using the scanner, those payment methods also result in a
fee.

Funding for the equipment and training has come from a variety of sources, including grant money from
the USDA and the Virginia Foundation for Healthy Youth. The Salem and Roanoke markets applied to
the state Department of Social Services for money earmarked for this specific purpose.

In addition, the Salem, Floyd, Grandin Village and West End markets had enough funding through
grants or donations this year to double SNAP dollars. In other words, if an EBT card is scanned for $10,
the customer gets $20 in tokens.

Salem's double-dollars program is sponsored by the Salem Food Pantry; the two Roanoke markets are
doing it with money from the Roanoke Natural Foods Co-op, the law firm of Glenn, Feldman, Darby &
Goodlatte, and a Maryland-based charity called The Ceres Foundation. Floyd is paying for double bucks
with leftover grant money.

"One lady said, 'I don't like using my EBT card because I don't want people to know I'm on food stamps,
but with the dollar-for-dollar matching, it's a no-brainer,' " said Laura Reilly, manager of the Salem
Farmers Market.

The managers of those markets hope double dollars will draw SNAP customers in this first year.

Catching on slowly

Brent Cochran, who manages the Grandin and West End markets, said it has been difficult to get the
word out about their EBT program because many recipients cannot be reached through conventional
channels.

For that reason, managers say it's still too early to assess the success of the program. However, they said
they've seen a notable increase in traffic, particularly near the first of the month when SNAP benefits are
received. Some shoppers have purchased enough tokens to save some for later in the month, Cochran
said.

At the Salem market, the average check to farmers has been about $40 to $50 per week, Reilly said. The
biggest check she's cut since launching the program on July 2 has been $300.

Roanoke and New River Valley market managers look to the success of the Abingdon Farmers Market,
which started the first SNAP program in Virginia in 2009, as they move forward. Abingdon market
manager Sara Cardinale, who helped train some of her counterparts, said her market received about
$4,000 in SNAP sales in 2010.

She allowed that the process is a bit clunky.

"It would be nice to see another way of doing it besides tokens," Cardinale said. But she added that the
extra work is worth it to see the effect on the lives of farmers and SNAP customers. The story of one
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customer in particular, a father who had lost his job and was embarrassed about having to use benefits,
resonates with her.

"He proudly told me when it was the last time he had to use the card," she said. "And he still comes. I
see him at least a couple of times a month. So this is a family whose habits have been changed by the
program."

Copyright © 2011
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SNAP/EBT	  and	  Debit	  at	  the	  Market	  
	  	  

The	  Blacksburg	  Farmers	  Market,	  with	  the	  assistance	  of	  a	  grant	  from	  the	  USDA	  
Marke+ng	  Service’s	  Farmers	  Market	  Promo-on	  Program	  is	  now	  set	  up	  to	  
accept	  payments	  from	  customers	  using	  EBT	  and	  debit	  cards.	  This	  new	  capacity	  
expands	  opportuni?es	  for	  a	  broader	  client	  base	  to	  shop	  at	  the	  market,	  with	  
inherent	  benefits	  for	  both	  vendors	  and	  consumers.	  

	  
	  
	  
EBT	  and	  debit	  customers	  can	  use	  their	  cards	  to	  purchase	  wooden	  tokens,	  which	  
will	  act	  as	  cash	  for	  the	  purpose	  of	  making	  Market	  purchases.	  The	  tokens	  are	  in	  
the	  denomina?ons	  of	  $1	  for	  EBT	  and	  $5	  for	  debit.	  	  Tokens	  are	  available	  each	  
market	  day	  at	  a	  centrally-‐located	  Informa?on	  Table	  that	  is	  equipped	  with	  an	  
electronic	  card	  terminal.	  	  
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About	  SNAP	  
benefits	  

	  
SNAP	  helped	  put	  food	  on	  the	  table	  for	  40.3	  million	  people	  in	  fiscal	  year	  2010.	  	  
It	  provides	  low-‐income	  households	  with	  electronic	  benefits	  (EBT)	  they	  can	  
use	  like	  a	  debit	  card	  to	  purchase	  food	  at	  stores	  authorized	  by	  USDA.	  SNAP	  is	  
the	  cornerstone	  of	  the	  Federal	  food	  assistance	  programs,	  and	  provides	  crucial	  
support	  to	  needy	  households	  and	  to	  those	  making	  the	  transi?on	  from	  welfare	  
to	  work.	  	  The	  U.S.	  Department	  of	  Agriculture	  administers	  SNAP	  at	  the	  Federal	  
level	  through	  its	  Food	  and	  Nutri?on	  Service	  (FNS).	  State	  agencies	  administer	  
the	  program	  at	  State	  and	  local	  levels,	  including	  determina?on	  of	  eligibility	  
and	  allotments,	  and	  distribu?on	  of	  benefits.	  Households	  must	  meet	  eligibility	  
requirements	  and	  provide	  informa?on	  –	  and	  verifica?on	  -‐-‐	  about	  their	  
household	  circumstances.	  In	  2010,	  4,967	  households	  in	  Montgomery	  County	  
par?cipated	  in	  the	  SNAP	  benefits	  program.	  
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Vendor	  Token	  Procedure	  
•  At	  the	  start	  of	  each	  market	  day	  the	  Market	  Director	  will	  give	  

you	  an	  envelope	  with	  your	  personalized	  Vendor	  Daily	  Token	  
Report	  a`ached	  to	  the	  front.	  Use	  this	  envelope	  to	  collect	  all	  
tokens	  throughout	  the	  day.	  

•  At	  the	  end	  of	  the	  market	  day,	  record	  the	  number	  of	  $1	  tokens	  
and	  $5	  tokens	  that	  have	  been	  collected	  that	  day,	  as	  well	  as	  the	  
total.	  Try	  to	  have	  the	  envelope	  ready	  to	  be	  collected	  by	  the	  
Market	  Director	  by	  the	  close	  of	  the	  market.	  

•  On	  the	  following	  Saturday	  you	  will	  receive	  your	  envelope,	  
which	  will	  include	  a	  reimbursement	  check	  for	  the	  amount	  of	  
all	  tokens	  that	  were	  turned	  in	  during	  the	  past	  week.	  

•  You	  do	  not	  have	  to	  turn	  your	  envelope	  in	  every	  week.	  It	  is	  
suggested	  that	  you	  wait	  un?l	  you	  have	  a	  minimum	  of	  $10	  
worth	  of	  tokens	  before	  reques?ng	  reimbursement,	  although	  
you	  have	  the	  op?on	  of	  doing	  this	  sooner	  if	  desired.	  	  

•  If	  customers	  come	  to	  you	  directly	  wan?ng	  to	  use	  their	  EBT	  or	  
Debit	  cards,	  please	  direct	  them	  to	  the	  Informa?on	  Table	  
where	  they	  will	  be	  allowed	  to	  purchase	  tokens,	  and	  then	  
return	  to	  you	  to	  make	  their	  purchase.	  
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No	  change	  can	  be	  given	  for	  $1	  tokens	  
	  
$1	  tokens	  can	  not	  be	  exchanged	  for	  cash	  
	  
No	  sales	  tax	  should	  be	  charged	  for	  any	  purchases	  
with	  $1	  tokens	  
	  

$5	  tokens	  (DEBIT)	  can	  buy	  any	  product	  sold	  at	  the	  
Market	  
	  
Change	  can	  be	  given	  for	  $5	  tokens	  
	  
Sales	  tax	  applies	  to	  $5	  token	  purchases	  
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Hot	  or	  ready-‐to-‐eat	  foods	  
Pet	  products	  
Soaps,	  body	  care	  products,	  vitamins	  
Cracs,	  clothing,	  cut	  flowers,	  non-‐food	  producing	  plants	  

$1	  tokens	  (SNAP/EBT)	  can	  buy:	  

Fruits,	  vegetables,	  herbs	  
Meats,	  poultry,	  fish	  
Dairy,	  honey,	  maple	  products	  
Breads,	  baked	  goods,	  snack	  foods	  
Beverages	  
Processed	  foods	  (eg.	  pickles,	  jams,	  salad	  dressings,	  pasta	  sauce)	  
Other	  non-‐hot	  foods,	  intended	  to	  be	  eaten	  at	  home	  
Seeds	  and	  plants	  to	  grow	  food	  	  

$1	  tokens	  cannot	  buy	  
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Helpful	  Hints	  
§  Customers	  who	  have	  ques?ons	  about	  any	  aspect	  of	  the	  EBT/

Debit	  program	  should	  be	  directed	  to	  the	  Informa?on	  Table	  
§  If	  you	  are	  unsure	  about	  the	  eligibility	  of	  any	  of	  your	  products	  

under	  the	  SNAP	  program,	  please	  check	  first	  with	  the	  market	  
manager	  before	  comple?ng	  the	  sale.	  

§  Be	  respechul	  of	  the	  customer’s	  privacy.	  They	  may	  be	  
uncomfortable	  using	  their	  SNAP	  benefits	  at	  the	  farmers	  market.	  
The	  system	  has	  been	  designed	  so	  that	  it	  will	  be	  difficult	  for	  other	  
customers	  to	  no?ce	  who	  is	  using	  $1	  (EBT)	  or	  $5	  (debit)	  tokens.	  

§  EBT	  sales	  transac?ons	  will	  at	  ?mes	  require	  some	  crea?vity,	  as	  
you	  are	  not	  allowed	  to	  give	  change.	  	  

eg.:	  if	  a	  customer	  owes	  you	  $2.25	  for	  their	  purchase,	  they	  can	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
give	  you	  two	  $1	  tokens	  and	  a	  quarter	  
OR	  they	  can	  decide	  to	  put	  some	  of	  the	  items	  back	  to	  bring	  the	  price	  
down	  to	  $2	  
OR	  you	  can	  reduce	  the	  purchase	  price	  to	  $2.	  
•  The	  farmers	  market	  will	  face	  a	  penalty,	  or	  disqualifica?on,	  for	  

non-‐compliance	  with	  SNAP	  regula?ons.	  Please	  familiarize	  
yourself	  with	  the	  procedures	  in	  this	  book	  and	  follow	  them	  
carefully.	  If	  you	  aren’t	  sure	  –	  ASK!	  	  

!
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NOW	  it’s	  even	  EASIER	  to	  
shop	  for	  fresh,	  local	  food	  at	  
the	  Blacksburg	  Farmers	  
Market!	  
	  

Visit	  the	  Information	  
Table	  to	  find	  out	  how	  
to	  use	  your	  EBT	  or	  
DEBIT	  card!	  



	  


