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Since the outset of the Novel coronavirus pandemic 
in the United States, the U.S. economy has 
experienced sweeping disruption, including in the 
agriculture and food sectors.  Widespread shutdowns 
of all but essential businesses led to the closure of 
many businesses in the hospitality and education 
sectors, including restaurants, hotels, schools, and 
entertainment venues.  This abrupt closure of many 
food service establishments triggered a sharp 
decline in demand for many producers. 
 Consequently, farm income plummeted as supply 
chain disruptions left many farmers with a temporary 
glut of perishable products, including fruit, 
vegetables, milk, and meat.  Unfortunately, in many 
cases, these surpluses were not able to be rerouted 
and utilized within the U.S. food system and were 
ultimately wasted.  

The pandemic forced farmers to dispose of or plow under their surplus produce, while at the 
same time, millions of Americans began experiencing newfound or worsening food insecurity. 
Even before the pandemic, roughly 10.5 percent of all U.S. households, or about 34.7 million 
Americans, experienced food insecurity at some point during 2019.  As a result of the 
pandemic, in 2020 over 50 million Americans were estimated to be experiencing food 
insecurity, causing a marked increase in the demand for federal support and charitable 
assistance to meet their food needs.  Additionally, the number of households with “very low 
food security,” or households where “normal eating patterns were disrupted due to lack of 
resources,”  more than doubled as a result of the pandemic, increasing from 4 percent to 11 
percent. 

In response to the pandemic, Congress passed several pieces of legislation in spring and 
early summer, notably the Families First Coronavirus Response Act (FFCRA) and the 
Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security (CARES) Act.   In April, the USDA announced it 
would use funds and authority through the CARES Act and FFCRA as well as other existing 
USDA funding to launch a new $19 billion federal program, called the Coronavirus Food 
Assistance Program (CFAP).   Under CFAP, the USDA provided $16 billion in direct support 
payments to agricultural producers who suffered financial hardship due to lost demand and 
oversupply caused by the pandemic.   The USDA designated the other $3 billion of CFAP 
funding to the Farmers to Families Food Box Program (Program) to purchase and distribute 
fresh produce, dairy, and meat.    The Program aimed to address some of the supply chain 
and market disruptions in the agriculture and food service industries resulting from the 
pandemic. 
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Through this Program, the Agricultural Marketing Service   (AMS) of the USDA contracted with
farms, farmer associations, distributors, and other value chain entities to purchase agricultural
products from farmers and processors and for those contracted entities to distribute this food
to nonprofit entities, such as food banks and faith-based organizations, to serve Americans in
need.  

This report focuses on the Program because of the unique role it has played in the USDA’s
efforts to support producers and address food security challenges during the pandemic, and
because of the likelihood that it will continue in some form during the next Administration and
be a model for future programs. While other federal efforts exist to purchase surplus
agricultural products, including The Emergency Food Assistance Program (TEFAP) and the
USDA’s commodity purchases under its Section 32 authority, these programs generally do not
purchase and distribute fresh produce from agricultural producers.    The Program also differs
from the TEFAP Farm to Food Bank program, a new program as of the 2018 Farm Bill, which
provides funding to support the ancillary costs of harvesting and transporting produce to be
donated to food banks. As such, the Program has temporarily filled a gap in federal food
procurement efforts and shown that the USDA has the ability to serve food insecure
communities by procuring and distributing fresh products.

Image, top right: Volunteer distributing Program Boxes
at Cornerstone Chapel in Leesburg, VA

Credit: USDA
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Created to support producers and distributors and reduce food insecurity, the Program has
gone through various iterations throughout its four Rounds completed as of the end of
December 2020. The USDA and AMS worked to improve the Program by taking into account
stakeholder feedback and public opinion when making adaptations after each Round.    In
addition, the recently passed Consolidated Appropriations Act, 2021 included a $900 billion
pandemic relief bill, which provides an additional $1.5 billion to the Program for a fifth
Round, slated to begin at the end of January 2021.     Thus, there remain opportunities to learn
from the Program and maximize future efforts, particularly with respect to addressing food
waste, increasing food access, and supporting small- and mid-sized farms and minority- and
women-owned farms.

The purpose of this report is to provide an in-depth analysis of the Program by celebrating its
successes, analyzing its critiques, and providing recommendations on areas of opportunity
for improvement. To obtain the necessary data for this report, the Food Law and Policy Clinic
(FLPC) at Harvard Law School and the National Sustainable Agriculture Coalition (NSAC)
used the following methodology: First, we comprehensively reviewed all publicly available
data on the Program, including the USDA solicitations, webinars, and press releases,    as well
as the hearing on the Program conducted by the U.S. House of Representatives Agriculture
Committee’s Subcommittee on Nutrition, Oversight, and Department Operations.    Next, we
conducted cross-sector interviews with approximately 30 individuals and organizations,
including Program stakeholders, such as distributors, participant and applicant farmers, food
banks and Feeding America, other nonprofits, as well as organizations and news and media
outlets researching the Program. We also presented our findings and recommendations to
the USDA AMS, who provided us with feedback on our initial findings. Finally, we engaged a
range of stakeholders to conduct external review of our report prior to publication. 

This report is designed to provide the USDA with necessary analysis of the Program and to
offer recommendations on how to improve its effectiveness. Our analysis focuses on three
specific goals the Program was set up to tackle: 
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support of farmers, specifically small- and mid-sized and minority- and women-owned farms;
alleviation of food insecurity; and mitigation of food waste. Most of the recommendations
herein are strategies the USDA can use to adjust the Program, should it continue beyond the
conclusion of Round Five in April 2021, or be a model for the future. The report also provides
recommendations to both the USDA and Congress to further address food waste, food
insecurity, and the support of small- and mid-sized and minority- and women-owned farms
beyond the scope of the Program, in a post-pandemic world.

While this report recognizes the unique role that the Program has played in supporting
producers and distributors during the COVID-19 pandemic, it by no means intends to suggest
that the Program is an adequate solution to addressing the issue of food insecurity in the
United States, either during the pandemic or otherwise. To meaningfully increase food
access and ensure dignity for recipients of food assistance, Congress and the USDA must
ensure that Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) benefits are adequate and
robust, and reduce barriers to accessing these benefits and the benefits of other food
assistance programs that increase the purchasing power of those in need. While FLPC
wholeheartedly embraces calls to improve and expand these federal food assistance
programs, discussion of these programs is beyond the scope of this report.

This report begins by providing background information on the legislation and administrative
programs that led to the creation of the Program, along with a detailed overview of the
Program’s successes. The report next discusses the issues and critiques of the Program, as
identified through reporting on the Program as well as stakeholder interviews. The report
then offers recommendations to maximize the effectiveness of the Program as well as other
related agency efforts, broken into three segments: A) Farmers to Families Food Box
Program Recommendations; B) Applying Lessons from the Program to Other USDA
Purchasing and Distribution Efforts; and C) Recommendations to Address Food Waste Going
Forward. 

Image: Sample contents of a Program Box at God’s Kitchen in Kenosha, WI
Credit: Melissa Melshenker Ackerman, Produce Alliance



BACKGROUND
A. Coronavirus Food Assistance Program (CFAP)

The pandemic dramatically and negatively impacted the U.S. agriculture and food industries.  
In April 2020, through CFAP, the USDA created two distinct initiatives: $16 billion dollars of 
direct payments to farmers and ranchers and $3 billion for the Farmers to Families Food Box 
Program.   The Farmers to Families Food Box Program (Program) funding was used for USDA 
to contract with distributors to purchase and distribute produce, dairy, and meat to food 
banks, community and faith-based organizations, and other nonprofits that serve Americans 
in need.    In August and October 2020, the USDA allocated additional funding to the 
Program, totaling $1.5 billion.  In September, in light of the ongoing market disruptions and 
increased costs associated with the pandemic, the USDA also implemented an expansion of 
CFAP, titled CFAP 2, to provide further financial assistance to producers.    CFAP 2 provided 
an additional $14 billion dollars to support producers of eligible agricultural commodities, 
bringing the 2020 total spend on the Program to $4.5 billion.

B. Consolidated Appropriations Act, 2021

As the effects of the pandemic continued to detrimentally impact the U.S., on December 21, 
2020, Congress passed the Consolidated Appropriations Act, 2021, which included roughly
$900 billion in stimulus for pandemic-related relief.    This Act was paired with the $1.4 trillion 
omnibus spending bill that funds the federal government through September 2021. Additional 
funding for the Program was included in the pandemic relief measure.   This measure 
specified that $1.5 billion should be used to purchase and distribute agricultural products—
including fresh produce, dairy, meat and, for the first time, seafood—to individuals in need, 
including through the delivery to nonprofit organizations, “that can receive, store, and 
distribute food items,” and for grants and loans to small- and mid-sized food processors or 
distributors.   Also, Congress mandated that the Secretary of Agriculture conduct a review on 
how to improve pandemic-related food purchasing no later than 30 days after the 
Appropriations Act was enacted and before Round Five contracts are issued.   The review 
must examine the specifications, coordination, and quality of the Program, as well as the 
fairness of purchases.   On January 4, 2021, U.S. Secretary of Agriculture Sonny Perdue 
announced that the USDA will purchase an additional $1.5 billion worth of food for 
nationwide distribution through the Program.

C. Farmers to Families Food Box Program

The USDA created the Program in order to address the procurement and distribution issues 
faced by the fresh produce, meat, and dairy industries and to get that food to people in 
need.   The Program aimed to alleviate food supply chain disruptions brought on by the 
closures of food service establishments throughout the country with a stated goal to partner 
with local and regional and distributors facing job loss.
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Further, because agricultural supply chain and market disruptions left producers with excess
product, the Program sought to reallocate the surplus that would otherwise go to waste.

In its Program solicitations, the USDA requests proposals that include plans for supplying
commodity food boxes to identified nonprofit partners.    Eligible nonprofit partners include
food banks and other nonprofits serving Americans in need, so long as they were able to
“receive, store, and distribute food items.”    Awarded contracts are directed toward the
purchase of agricultural products, the assembly of the boxes, the delivery to nonprofit
organizations, and, since Round Three, the payment for last mile delivery.    The prime
contractor is responsible for all aspects of contract performance, including sourcing the food
products, preparing the boxes, securing nonprofit partners, and ensuring final delivery.    The
four evaluative components for contract selection, in descending order of importance, are 1)
Technical Information; 2) Past Performance; 3) Offeror Capability; and 4) Price.  

Participation in the Program requires that contractors submit a list of all intended
subcontractor farmers and other food producers during the bidding process.   The
contractors act as an intermediary between the farmers and food box recipients by creating
a distribution network to get the subcontractor-farms’ produce to the end consumers.    The
subcontractor system was the main mechanism through which farms were involved in the
Program, although, during the first two Rounds, a small number of farmers with distribution
capabilities were awarded contracts and ran their entire supply chains themselves. 

Image: USDA Program Sticker 
Credit: USDA

In late April 2020, less than one month 
after announcing the program, the USDA 
began issuing contracts to distributors, 
and in May 2020, the initial boxes were 
distributed.    The Program has since 
gone through four Rounds of food box 
contracts—Round Two received an 
extension and Round Five will begin after 
January 19, 2021.    As of January 9, 2021, 
the USDA states that the Program has 
invoiced 132.7 million boxes in total. 
There have been several changes 
between Rounds, including requiring 
contractors to include Memoranda of 
Understanding    (MOUs) with their 
nonprofit partners in their proposal, a 
price-focused bid process that awarded 
contracts to bidders offering the lowest 
cost for boxes,   an exclusive focus on 
combination boxes rather than separate 
boxes of fresh produce, dairy, or meat,   a 
focus on delivery to Opportunity Zones to 
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The USDA received praise for its rapidity in establishing the Program to support the growing
number of Americans experiencing food insecurity in light of the pandemic.    Following the
solicitation for proposals on contracts through the Program, in Round One the USDA
awarded $1.2 billion dollars in contracts to 198 contractors.    Within 45 days of AMS
announcing the Program, the contracted distributors successfully delivered the first five
million food boxes to 501(c)(3) entities;   within 45 days of the Program’s launch date,
contracted distributors delivered over 35.7 million boxes. 

i. Millions of boxes of fresh produce and other fresh products were distributed
to people experiencing need, helping to alleviate food insecurity.

ensure better distribution throughout the country and in underserved areas,    and a focus on 
allocating money towards last mile delivery.    The fifth Round of the Program will again 
include combination boxes of fresh produce, dairy products, fluid milk, meat products, and, 
for the first time, seafood products.    It will be issued to over 240 organizations that have 
previously received Basic Ordering Agreements (BOA), with an amendment “to clarify the 
amount of acceptable processed meat products, to include seafood products.”    The 
solicitations for the existing BOA holders are expected to be issued in early January with 
contract awards expected to be made by January 19, 2021, and deliveries to begin shortly 
thereafter and continue through the end of April 2021.    The USDA maintains that distributor 
payment only occurs after evidence of delivery and adherence to the contract.

There is a general consensus among Program participants interviewed for this report that 
Round One of the Program was implemented with a rare rapidity    —even those participants 
who were unhappy with deliveries or who were disappointed with other aspects of the 
Program were impressed by the speed with which a program of this novelty and scale was 
implemented. The Program’s initial shortcomings, which were likely a result of this rapid 
implementation, were discussed in an investigative hearing held by the House Agriculture 
Committee’s Subcommittee on Nutrition, Oversight, and Department Operations on July 21, 
2020.   Changes made between Rounds seem to address, at least in part, many of these and 
other criticisms made by Program stakeholders. 

D.  Farmers to Families Food Box Program Successes

This section will explore the successes of the Program. Although the Program would benefit 
from a number of changes, many stakeholder interviews praised the Program for its major 
successes. For instance, on numerous occasions, stakeholders mentioned that without the 
Program, their business and many businesses within their networks would not have survived. 
Stakeholders additionally celebrated the fact that the USDA was able to develop a 
procurement process involving large-scale fresh produce procurement and distribution for 
the first time. The following successes should remain top-of-mind for the USDA and Congress, 
in the event the Program continues beyond the conclusion of Round Five in April 2021, and 
when considering existing or new program development in the future.
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In addition to providing billions of pounds of food to Americans in need, the Program
provided economic relief to industries affected by the pandemic, including farmers and food
service distributors.    The state and local government-mandated closures of food service
establishments,   as a result of the pandemic, caused a significant disruption to food service
supply chains.    Distributors accustomed to delivering food to food service establishments
faced an immediate decline in demand for their services.   The Program provided economic
stimulus to distributors across the country. According to the USDA, through Round Four, the
Program successfully supported over 235 distributors as well as saved or impacted untold
totals of farms and food supply chain jobs.    It is important to note that several contractors
mentioned that participating in the Program not only allowed them to retain staff, but
occasionally provided them with an opportunity to hire more workers to meet the demand.
The Program has also strengthened existing relationships and fostered new collaborations
between producers, distributors, food banks, community and faith-based organizations, and
other nonprofits that provide food assistance to individuals through the Program.    Multiple
interviewed stakeholders indicated that they would not have developed relationships with
contractors and other Program stakeholders had it not been for the Program.    Even further,
these new networks have enabled stakeholders who are no longer participating in the
Program to continue distributing food to those in need now with greater ease and a larger
reach. 

Since its start, the Program has helped get food into the hands of millions of recipients,
certainly providing a huge lifeline to those facing growing food insecurity. By and large,
Program recipients also appreciated the food boxes and many communities have
advocated for continuation of the Program between Rounds.    As of January 9, 2021, 132.7
million food boxes have been invoiced    for payment by distributors, broken down by Round
as follows: 

Round One contracts (May 15–June 30th)—35.7 million food boxes
Round Two contracts (July 1–August 31st)—50.8 million food boxes
Round Two contracts extensions (September 1–18th)—15.2 million food boxes
Round Three contracts (September 22 15-October  31st)—18.6 million food boxes
Round Four contracts (November 1–December 31)—12.2 million food boxes 
Round Five contracts (End of January 2021–End of April 2021)—No data available as of
the time of publication of this report. 

ii. The Program helped mitigate distributor job loss.

iii. Small- and mid-sized farms were initially involved.

8

Before the development of the Program, the pandemic severely impacted many small- and
mid-sized farms, particularly those that were new or socially disadvantaged.    The pandemic
has threatened the livelihoods of small- and mid-sized farms,    and those producers who rely
on direct-to-consumer channels such as farmers markets, restaurants, and schools to sell their
produce.    Demand flowing through these channels has been significantly reduced with  
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business and school closures, as well as changing consumer behaviors.    Before the
Program’s launch, these producers faced difficult decisions including slaughtering livestock
with no market, dumping or plowing under food products, or increased expenses such as
storage for said products.    In an economic impact assessment compiled in March 2020,
NSAC determined that between March and May 2020, an estimated $1.32 billion of total loss
to the economy was expected without mitigation efforts against the harmful effects of the
pandemic on small- and mid-sized farms.  

The pandemic’s disruption of daily activities led to a large-scale change in consumer habits
and, subsequently, a change in demand for food products.    The shift away from food service
demand led to supply chain disruptions resulting in part from food delivery and procurement
contract cancellations.   These disruptions led to large volumes of supply-side food waste,
including dumped milk and discarded or unharvested crops.   Additionally, millions of
livestock were euthanized as the pandemic caused slowdowns and closures at meatpacking
plants. 

The Program’s initial design provided a much-
needed platform through which to support
small- and mid-sized farms by awarding
contracts to many local and regional
distributors who chose to subcontract with
such farms.    Further, because smaller-scale
producers were not as well served by the
direct payment methods initially provided
through CFAP, the Program was designed
specifically to ensure these producers
received necessary support.   Although the
Program has received criticism for the later
Rounds’ lack of support for small- and mid-
sized farms, (discussed in greater detail in
Section III, subsection a, of the report),
Program documents maintain formal support
of small- and mid-sized farms as a key goal,
noting in the solicitation for the Program that,
“evaluation preferences” for small businesses
may be offered when deciding contracts and
requesting that Offerors should “describe how
they intend to engage small farms (e.g. those
farms servicing local and region interests and
farmers markets),” with a goal of “keep[ing]
our most vulnerable families fed and
support[ing] American family farms in the
process.” 

9

Image: Mona of Pie Ranch with a box of organically grown
fruits and vegetables from minority-owned, beginning, and

local farms in the San Francisco Bay Area
Credit: Andy Ollove, Fresh Approach

iv. The Program has helped reduce food waste to some extent.
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10

Food waste in the U.S. is an ongoing problem that was exacerbated by the pandemic. Pre-
pandemic, it was estimated that 40 percent of food in the U.S. went uneaten, contributing to
at least 62.5 million tons of wasted food each year.    Wasted food significantly impacts the
environment, the economy, and food insecurity and has been on the rise for the past several
decades.    Approximately 21 percent of the United States’ fresh water supply    and 300
million barrels of oil are used to produce food that goes to waste.    Most of this wasted food
ends up in landfills.   Food waste is also responsible for at least 11 percent of methane
emissions generated from landfills, an amount equivalent to the emissions of about 3.4 million
vehicles.

The Program served as one avenue by which to mitigate some of the food waste resulting
from the pandemic.    It is difficult to quantify how much of the supplier-side food waste was
mitigated by the Program as these statistics were not actively tracked by the Program’s
stakeholders. Distributors and suppliers mentioned that the swift execution of the Program
provided a lifeline for food producers whose growing seasons were well underway at the
start of the pandemic. 

The visuals of so much food going to waste while a greater number of Americans went hungry
was the backdrop and likely an important impetus behind the Program. However, while the
Program has clearly had a positive impact on food waste mitigation, none of the Program’s
solicitations for proposals have included food waste as an evaluative component.     The
absence of food waste mitigation requirements in deference to other contract preferences
suggests that any waste reduction was a subsidiary benefit rather than a Program objective. 

The emergency nature of the pandemic necessitated that the Program be designed and
executed quickly, which likely led to several implementation challenges. Consequently, the
Program garnered swift criticism from producers, distributors, and recipients.    Throughout 

Image: Unused produce rotting in a landfill 

v. The Program was responsive and made some improvements between Round
One and Round Four.

89

90

92

91

93

94

95

96

97

98



Initially, AMS permitted the distribution of boxes consisting of fresh fruit and
vegetables, dairy, precooked meat, fluid milk, or a combination of these foods.
Starting in Round Three, contracts were awarded only for combination boxes, or
boxes that included vegetables, fruit, dairy, and dried precooked meat.    This change
was likely in response to complaints from recipients receiving boxes that contained a
single type of product or generally lacked variety.    This shift increased the likelihood
that the end-consumer received a variety of food products through the Program. 

Starting in Round Three, AMS also made adjustments to their fulfilment, oversight, and
invoicing requirements. This was in response to complaints that contractors were not
satisfactorily fulfilling their contractual obligations for the boxes they were invoicing,
such as by dropping boxes off in parking lots without planned last mile delivery to
recipients, or without appropriate cold storage for perishable produce. The Program
now requires contractors to enter into agreements with their nonprofit partners
ensuring that boxes will be delivered directly to consumers, not dropped off in bulk at
food banks or other nonprofits, and requires distributors to reimburse nonprofits for the
cost of delivery of food into the hands of recipients.    The USDA runs occasional
checks to ensure recipients are receiving the food and that it is in good shape. 

After Round One, the USDA focused on prioritizing delivery of food boxes to
Opportunity Zones, economically distressed communities throughout the U.S. as
defined by the Tax Cuts and Jobs Act of 2017.    By awarding contracts to bidders that
could serve Opportunity Zones, the Program successfully reached some regions that
previously had not received boxes or were underserved by the Program.     The USDA
also increased overall county coverage for Rounds Three and Four by auditing
enrolled contractor lists to ensure all counties were assigned at least one contract. 

the lifespan of the Program, feedback has been solicited and gathered in several ways
through platforms such as webinars put on by AMS officials and House subcommittee
hearings on the Program.    Every subsequent Round of the Program has involved adjustments
and changes in response to feedback received, with AMS demonstrating an interest in
learning from prior Rounds and the experiences of stakeholders in hopes of refining the
Program.    Some of the more noticeable changes include the following:

The successes of the Program should be celebrated and likely should remain a part of any
future iteration of the Program or any similar program implemented in the future. However,
opportunities to improve and strengthen the Program exist. As such, the following sections
examine shortcomings of the Program and offer recommendations for addressing these
shortcomings.
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ISSUES AND CRITIQUES
The rapid implementation of the Program, as well as its novelty and scale, led to some
perhaps unforeseen issues. Furthermore, some adjustments made to subsequent Rounds of the
Program created new problems. The discussion that follows provides a brief overview of the
issues made most apparent through FLPC and NSAC’s research.

In the initial Rounds, the Program was lauded
by some for the support it was providing for
small- and mid-sized and local farms across
the country.     However, particularly since
Round Three, criticism has mounted as the
Program’s procurement policies changed, 
with any prioritization of small- and mid-
sized farms seeming to fall by the wayside. 

The Program was designed with “American
producers of all sizes” in mind, and is not
specific to small- and mid-sized farms.
However, the list of criteria in the Request for
Proposal to become contractors for the
Program explicitly requests that applicants
demonstrate and describe their “intent to
support American agriculture and support 
small farmers” as a factor for consideration 
and evaluation in the  bidding process.     This demonstrates that supporting small and local 
farmers is a priority in executing the Program. In the context of the Program, small farmers 
are defined as farms that service the local or regional community, or use farmers’ markets as 
a channel of distribution.    The Program clarifies that local and regionally produced food 
involves food that either travels a maximum of 400 miles from producer to end consumer, or 
where the producer and recipient are both in “the same State, territory, or tribal land.”  

Despite including the definition of small farmers in the Program solicitation materials and 
listing support for small farmers as an evaluative criterion, it is not clear that the USDA has 
actually taken this criterion into consideration when awarding contracts. There is no 
transparency around how any of these criteria are weighed in the awarding of the contracts, 
making it impossible to assess whether the criterion of supporting small- and mid-sized farms 
is being satisfied or the extent to which it is. 
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The Program has disproportionately left out small- and mid-sized
farms and focused exclusively on price as of Round Three.

A.
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The documents also do not specify which of these criteria are required to be met, nor does it
identify which non-required criteria are weighted more favorably.     There is an overall lack
of transparency regarding the weighing of criteria in the procurement process. This makes it
especially challenging for aspiring contractors, as there is no clarity as to what elements they
should highlight or must include in their applications, or why certain contractors are selected
over others. 

Further, since Round Three, AMS has stated that the focus of the Program has shifted “from
market support to food insecure population needs,” with a related shift to a focus on price
above all else.     This is in contrast to USDA testimony stating that, in early Rounds, price was
not the single most important factor because they wanted contractors to be able to purchase
from local farmers in the region where boxes would be distributed, and because distributing
in and to rural areas is more costly by nature.     With the price-first focus, AMS switched to a
procurement system that awards contracts to the lowest-priced bid per box for each
geographic area.    This makes lowest price the exclusive criterion for evaluation, even as the
solicitation continues to contain provisions about engaging small farmers.     As a result of
these changes, the number of contractors has decreased from 198 contractors (including
smaller contractors) in Rounds One and Two to under 54 larger contractors in Round Four.  

In addition, one restriction the Program has imposed since its outset that detrimentally
impacts small- and mid-sized farms is the imposition of audit requirements for purposes of
ensuring food safety. All suppliers that wish to be contractors or subcontractors are required
to have either a USDA Good Agricultural Practices (GAP)/Good Handling Practices (GHP)
audit or a Global Food Safety Initiative (GFSI) benchmarked certification program audit.  

While USDA audits are a requirement when applying to become a government contractor for
other federal programs, this restricted list of qualifying certifications shrinks the pool of
eligible small- and mid-sized farms because it requires them to undergo a not-insubstantial 
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Image: Program Request for Proposal form
Credit: USDA
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investment of time and money to receive USDA-approved certifications in order to
participate in the Program. Small- and mid-size producers that sell in direct markets do not
need and often do not have these certifications. Further, this places an unnecessary burden
on these farmers because many alternative food safety certification systems exist, such as the
Commonwealth Quality Program in Massachusetts    and the New York State Grown &
Certified program.    Small- and mid-sized farms wishing to verify their food safety may
already be state-certified, even if not federally certified. Requiring expensive federal food
safety certifications places an unnecessary burden on smaller farms that have already
demonstrated their adherence to food safety standards.

Additionally, the last-minute nature of contract awards, Round announcements, solicitations,
and overall communication from the USDA makes planning for involvement in the Program
very difficult for small- and mid-sized farms.    Producers need to forecast and plant for fall
and winter demand during the summer. Former Program participant farms report hiring
additional staff, increasing production capacity, planting additional crops, or otherwise
making adjustments and investments in back-end processes on the presumption of ongoing
participation in the Program as either a contractor or subcontractor, only to have their
contracts canceled in subsequent Rounds. This results in difficulty maintaining the new
heightened levels of production and creates additional financial distress.    This, for example,
was the case for a former stakeholder of the Program that planted 250,000 additional
pounds of produce based on Program-dependent demand forecasts, but was left with
excess produce when their contract was not renewed.    The last-minute nature of the
Program creates risk and uncertainty as it ignores the planting timeframes and planning
processes of producers, and is particularly detrimental to smaller producers.

Finally, the focus on combination boxes starting in Round Three makes it harder for smaller
farmers to be awarded distributor contracts themselves. While the majority of farmers are
involved in the Program as subcontractors, those with distribution capabilities were able to
become contractors in early Rounds to distribute their specialty produce. However, the new
requirements force them to either develop partnerships with subcontractors that can supply
the products they are missing, switch to a subcontractor role and find a distributor to
subcontract with, or opt out of the Program altogether.     Because of the many difficulties
experienced by small- and mid-sized farms in participating in the Program, all of these
options are suboptimal and disadvantageous for smaller farms.
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The Program neglected an opportunity to better support minority-
and women-owned farms.

B.

The Program did little to ensure equity for minority- and women-owned farms at a time when
support was desperately needed. The USDA Census of Agriculture demonstrates that these
farms tend to be disproportionately smaller in acreage, revenue generation, or both.    As
such, these farms were doubly affected by the pandemic. 
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The USDA has faced ongoing issues with racial equity associated with how it administers its
many programs.     Discrimination by the agency has contributed greatly to land loss among
minority and women farmers. For example, in Pigford v. Glickman, a group of African-
American farmers sued and won a claim of racial discrimination against the USDA for the
manner in which the agency allocated farm loans and assistance.     In Keepseagle v. Vilsack,
Native American farmers brought a class action lawsuit against the Secretary of Agriculture,
succeeding in their claims that they were discriminated against on the basis of their race in
the administering of USDA farm loan programs.     Also, a group of female and Hispanic
farmers brought action against the USDA, on the claim that the USDA had practiced unlawful
and discriminatory behavior in its administration of its farm benefits program.     In response
to these issues, in the past several Farm Bills, Congress established special programs for
socially disadvantaged farmers and ranchers,     or has given that group of farmers priority
preference in existing programs. 

Despite this, the Program failed to further these efforts toward equity for minority- and
women-owned farms. Although the Program demonstrated some success in contracting with
and servicing minority communities in the first two Rounds,     upon Round Three, many
African-American farmers’ contracts were not renewed, despite successfully fulfilling their
contractual obligations.   As an example, the Federation of Southern Cooperatives, a group
that represents roughly 35 African-American farmers, landowners, and cooperatives,
supplied 19,000 boxes in just over a three-month period to 20 nonprofit organizations,
community groups, and churches across Georgia, Alabama, and Mississippi.    Despite their
success and service to predominantly minority populations, they were not awarded a new
contract in Round Three.     Also, several Program applicants that represent large
cooperatives of minority- and women-owned farms were not awarded contracts in any
Round.    This occurred despite the fact that these applicants clearly demonstrated both their
history of addressing food insecurity in their regions and their ability to service geographic
territories that otherwise would not have received food boxes.    Neither the participant nor
applicant cooperatives received an explanation from the USDA for their exclusion from the
Program.   

15

128

129

130

131

132

133

134

135

136

137

138

139



The Program’s solicitation did not require distributors to deliver boxes at or below any
specific price point.    Distributors bid on contracts by providing sample pricing that was
inclusive of both the procurement of the food commodities and the transportation costs
associated with delivering the food to end users.    In the early Rounds of the Program, the
USDA faced harsh criticism for awarding contracts to distributors that invoiced the USDA for
food boxes that were excessively expensive.    Stakeholders noted that the “premium prices”
paid for food boxes ranged between $40–100, when much of its contents could be
purchased for $20 at a grocery store. 

In response to the criticism in the early Rounds, the USDA made adjustments to the
procurement strategy to place a sole focus on minimizing the price per box. However, this
sole focus on price swung too far in the other direction. Most governmental procurement and
other USDA programs today take into account other societal values including racial equity,
geographical preference, environmental sustainability, and other goals.    This change
ultimately resulted in the USDA awarding contracts to larger, national distributors that could
submit bids at the lowest prices due to their existing infrastructure and economies of scale.
Concomitant with the increased focus on maximizing the number of boxes distributed, the
Program shifted away from its original goals of addressing food waste and supporting the
livelihoods of smaller producers, meaning the sole focus on the prices was not the best
solution.

 

 

The Program imposed food packing requirements on distributors that garnered considerable
critique from participating nonprofit entities. In particular, the requirement to pack food into
boxes posed problems for many of the receiving nonprofit organizations. The Program
dictated that distributors deliver the food in boxes or in pallets of boxes, despite the fact that
many food banks prefer and most efficiently process food stored on pallets.      Inexplicably,
there was no requirement for distributors to pack meat, produce, and dairy separately,
despite the USDA Refrigeration and Food Safety guidelines recommending storing these
foods at different temperatures.    Many food banks and agencies do not have enough
refrigerated storage space to safely store deliveries of large co-packed boxes of food.   
 Consequently, the co-packing of produce, meat, and dairy into boxes required food banks
to unpack the boxes to store each food type at the appropriate temperature to ensure food
safety and longevity.     As the Program shifted towards a requirement for 

The Program’s box packing requirements created packing and 
processing complications for distributors and nonprofit entities and 
stripped recipients of the dignity of choice. 

D.

In early Rounds, the USDA reimbursed some distributors an
unreasonable amount for individual food boxes, then swung too far
in correcting this issue in later Rounds, making low price the sole
criterion.
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combination boxes in Rounds Three and Four, this burden on nonprofit entities was further
exacerbated. 

Further, the box requirement also prohibited nonprofits from using the food in prepared
meals or offering the food “market style,” because the food had to be delivered to recipients
still in boxes. Thus, the Program failed to acknowledge that recipients may not want all the
food items delivered in a box and therefore stripped them of the dignity of choice.

The early Rounds of the Program imposed few restrictions on distributors regarding the
geographic locations for their deliveries. The Program afforded wide discretion to the
contracted distributors to work with any local food banks or any other nonprofit
organizations in their service area to coordinate deliveries, which sometimes resulted in the
inequitable distribution of food.    Delivery data from the USDA indicates that over 1,000 U.S.
counties received no food boxes in May and June.    Further, the states of Alaska and Maine
were left out of Round One of contracts entirely.    Others critiqued the Program for the
failure to equitably include a range of nonprofit organizations as recipients, notably by not
including many local, grassroots, and in particular minority-led nonprofit organizations. In
short, the Program was critiqued for not being able to provide equitable distribution of boxes
to food insecure populations.

The Program failed to ensure equitable distribution of food
assistance to food insecure populations across the country.
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The Program stated that it required distributors to make “Truck to Trunk” or “Last Mile”
deliveries to the individual end users of the food boxes as early as Round One, and starting in
Round Three, it explicitly covered payments for last mile delivery.    This meant that the USDA
required the distributors to either make deliveries directly to recipients, or they required
distributors to pay for the costs to nonprofit organizations to get the food into the hands of
recipients. However, many distributors fell short of this requirement and, as a result, many
nonprofits ended up absorbing the costs of logistics for last mile delivery of the food boxes.
Nonprofits did not want to jeopardize the needed supply of food for their recipients, so they
went to extremes in order to fund the costs of delivery even if it was not adequately covered
by the distributors. This cost-shifting burden worsened for nonprofit entities in later iterations
of the Program as the USDA increasingly prioritized price when awarding contracts. The
solicitations encouraged distributors to submit bids at the lowest price possible to win the
contract, but the USDA did not audit the sample pricing to enforce inclusion of a realistic
rate that incorporated the cost of “Last Mile” delivery. The USDA’s increased emphasis on
price optimization was at odds with the “Last Mile” delivery requirement because distributors
were not incentivized to bid for contracts with sample pricing that incorporated a realistic
estimate of their costs. Despite this issue being pervasive throughout the first three Rounds of
the Program, the USDA did not appear to prioritize resolution of this issue in Round Four.

In addition, the Program’s lack of transparency complicated state and local governments’
ability to respond to gaps in services. Particularly during the first two Rounds of the program,
city officials were not able to see what food from the Program was coming into their
jurisdictions. The USDA did not release the names of the partner nonprofits or publish how 
 many boxes were going to different parts of the region. This made it difficult for state and
local governments to supplement the Program or respond to any gaps in services with their
own funding or programming. 

Finally, the Program’s attempt to award contracts to distributors that could deliver food
boxes to Opportunity Zones fell short of adequately addressing the issues related to the
inequitable distribution of boxes.     After critiques about distribution gaps and lack of
equitable distribution in early Rounds, the Program shifted after Round Three to prioritize
distribution to Opportunity Zones. Opportunity Zones are economically distressed
communities, defined by census tract, nominated by American governors, and certified by the
U.S. Secretary of Treasury.     However, utilizing Opportunity Zones to serve as a proxy for
food insecurity as a result of the pandemic was misguided.    The pandemic caused
immediate and unprecedented food insecurity in America that transcended geographical
boundaries identified as Opportunity Zones; thus, directing food to these communities
resulted in a failure of the Program to meet the needs of certain food insecure communities.
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While an initial impetus for the Program was the wide-scale food waste occurring nationally
due to pandemic shutdowns and restrictions, the Program itself did not require or incentivize
contractors or subcontractors to focus their purchase and distribution on surplus food
products, and any focus on utilization of surplus in early Rounds did not remain by later
Rounds. In addition, by not necessarily focusing on surplus food, in some cases food was
wasted in the course of implementation of the Program. For example, in later rounds, the
level of specificity of required contents in combination boxes inhibited sourcing for seasonal
and regionally variable products and using surplus, which both limited local and small- and
mid-sized producers from participating and failed to offer flexibility for distributors to use
their purchases to mitigate supply side food waste.  

Food waste also occurred in the distribution phase. The loose requirements between
contractors and their nonprofit partners in Rounds One and Two of the Program likely
contributed to food waste occurring in the distribution stage. These Rounds required that the
distributor secure nonprofit partners, but did not require the distributor to execute last mile
delivery or to include delivery agreements in their proposals.     Without streamlining clear
distribution plans for the Program, contractors were left to develop their own processes,
resulting in mismanaged deliveries and food waste along the distribution channel.

While the Program’s redirection of surplus helped to stabilize some
agricultural producers, certain aspects of the Program may have
actually contributed to food waste, rather than reduced it. 

F.
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Image: Prepared Program boxes on pallets in Lawrence, KS 
Credit: Scott Thellman, Juniper Hill Farms
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In addition to food waste during distribution, some additional supply-side food waste may be
attributed to later Rounds of the Program. Smaller supply-side entities, including some
farmers, food producers, and food cooperatives, made up a small percentage of Rounds
One and Two distributor contracts.     With the shift toward larger distributors, many of these
producers were left out of Round Three.    Further, the quick and at times unforeseen actions
from the USDA when making decisions regarding contract awards prevented farms from
planning for such changes, thus interrupting planting and marketing schedules and likely
contributing to food waste.    Since “past performance” is stated by the USDA to be a key
factor in decisions to extend contracts, many initially successful producer-distributors grew
more crops in order to satisfy contracts they hoped or believed would be extended through
the end of the Program.    Some farmers facing this issue may have found other buyers or
distribution channels for their food products, but some of this food likely was wasted.  

In addition, the shift to awarding contracts only for combination boxes    creates problems of
food waste among recipients with cultural food considerations or other dietary preferences
and requirements, such as kosher, halal, vegetarian, lactose intolerant, or gluten free.
Individuals needing or preferring to adhere to such diets may dispose of products in the
combination boxes that do not conform to their preferences, especially when there is no
ability to opt out of certain items. 

These issues present a number areas of improvement from which this report generates its
recommendations. By taking these issues and proposed solutions into consideration while
retaining the elements that have contributed to the Program’s successes, its overall
effectiveness will be greatly improved.
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Image: Get Fresh Produce employees packing Program boxes in Bartlett, IL
 Credit: Joe Zeno, Get Fresh Produce 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 
Many of the critiques of the Program were likely related to the speed with which it was
enacted.  Several critiques of the program were addressed between Rounds, but some of
these changes created new concerns, while other issues remained unresolved. This section
explores recommendations to strengthen the Program and enable it to better address food
insecurity, support a range of food producers, and ensure surplus food gets used. 

The USDA can improve the Program by appropriately messaging its goals, translating those
goals into evaluative components, establishing best practices for AMS and Program
participants, being flexible where regional differences demand it, and being a resource for
contractors seeking to comply. These recommendations will be discussed in the “Farmers to
Families Food Box Program Recommendations” section. 

In “Beyond: Applying Lessons from the Program to Other USDA Purchasing and Distribution
Efforts,” the report explores ways that the USDA could leverage existing commodity
purchasing programs to set up an ongoing program to purchase and distribute fresh
products,    in particular through the USDA’s Section 32 authority to purchase domestic
commodities.

Finally, in “Beyond: Recommendations to Address Food Waste Going Forward,” this report
recognizes that while the Program has likely mitigated some supply-side food waste that was
a result of supply chain disruptions caused by the pandemic, the Program did not take an
active focus on food waste reduction and also is not able to address the larger issue of food
waste within the U.S. This report thus recommends ways in which the USDA and Congress
could help tackle the issue of food waste, beyond CFAP and the Program.

The USDA should officially and consistently communicate that involvement of small- and mid-
sized and minority- and women-owned farms are priority goals of the Program in official 
communications and updates regarding the Program, and should accordingly align 
procurement processes for involvement in the Program to reflect these goals. The purported 
goals of the Program are stated across various AMS sources, including press releases and 
formal documentation regarding the bid solicitation process.     However, throughout the 
different Rounds and across various resources, contradictory statements have been made as 
to the official goals of the Program. There are no marketing materials or communications that 

A. Farmers to Families Food Box Program

Broadcast that subcontracting with small- and mid-sized and minority- and
women-owned farms and distributing to minority-led nonprofits are primary
goals of the Program, align all procurement processes and messaging
accordingly, and track progress toward these goals.
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Cost should remain one of a number of criteria
that are evaluated and weighed against each
other, but should not be the sole deciding
factor for the awarding of contracts and
subcontracts because of the impossible
burden it places on smaller farms that have
higher costs than vertically-integrated
national producers with efficient economies of
scale.

In addition, to ensure measurable metrics that
enable the USDA to track progress toward
meeting the goal of supporting small- and
mid-sized and minority- and women-owned
farms, AMS should establish a minimum
requirement of small- and mid-sized and
minority- and women-owned farm 

involvement at the contractor and/or subcontractor level wherever possible. This could be 
either in the form of a certain percentage of contracts being set aside to small- and mid-
sized and minority- and women-owned farms, or through a requirement that these producers 
be awarded contracts and subcontracts wherever available on a first priority basis, with 
larger farms filling in gaps and supplementing supply as needed. 

Whether priority preference is included or not, to provide better transparency for the USDA 
to assess the Program’s progress towards these goals, contractors should be required to 
include in their bids to the USDA MOUs or secured contracts with their chosen subcontractors, 
similar to the current requirements for distributor partnership with nonprofits. Alternatively, an 
MOU could express a commitment to sub-contract with “USDA-encouraged or “USDA-
supported” producers, if the USDA maintains lists of small- and mid-sized and minority- and 
women-owned farms as recommended elsewhere in this report.      Distributor subcontracting 
practices should be audited periodically after contracts have been awarded in order to 
ensure that the subcontractors submitted during the bidding process are actually involved in 
the execution of the food boxes and the extent and details of their involvement. 

address contracting with minority- and women-owned farms.  Also, while solicitation
requirements concerning support for small producers remain in the bidding guidance,     AMS
officials have made statements indicating that the sole criterion considered in effect is the
price of boxes and number of boxes distributed.  

AMS should clearly define the goals of the Program and align the messaging across all
channels and statements. Procurement processes and guidance should be fully in line with
and in support of the fundamental goals of the Program. Given the pandemic’s impact on
small- and mid-sized and minority and women-owned farms due to major supply chain
disruptions, a fundamental goal should be to support these farms. 
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In addition, contractors should be required to report to the USDA data on the race, ethnicity,
and farm size of their subcontractors to enable the USDA and the public to better assess the
equity impacts of the Program over time.  

AMS should also require contractors to publish subcontractor lists as a condition of being
awarded a contract in order to ensure that this information is available to the public, which
will help ensure transparency in the Program’s contracting practices. This could be done
either by AMS itself as a form of disclosure similar to the announcement of the contractor lists,  
or it could be a procurement requirement for contractors to make these lists publicly
available themselves in order to remain in the pool of eligible contractors. However, AMS
should be cognizant of the fact that some contractors need flexibility to bring on other
smaller producers as subcontractors after the initial contract is awarded in order to address
crop loss from the originally listed subcontractor.    Therefore, in such situations, stakeholders
should maintain accurate records of these subcontractors and this should be viewed as an
exception to abiding by the original subcontractor list.

Also, rather than issuing one solicitation for all potential Program distributors, AMS should
provide different solicitations for small- and mid-sized and minority- and women-owned
farms that provide more flexibility with respect to pricing and other application criteria.
Differing solicitation processes would allow the USDA to continue awarding contracts to
large producers where necessary, but also enables a process by which to separately qualify
small- and mid-sized, or minority- and women-owned farms as distributors. Further, AMS
could grant contracts in sums reflective of these smaller producers, similar to the Gus
Schumacher Nutrition Incentive Program’s (GusNIP) tiered awarding of contracts based on
the size of the applicant.  

23

Images Credit: Melissa Ackerman, 
Produce Alliance

Image: Stakeholder's son distributing a
Program box to a vehicle at Hope Church in

LaGrange, IL
 Credit:  Melissa Melshenker Ackerman,

Produce Alliance

Finally, to ensure equitable distribution of Program food
and to ensure inclusion of minority-led food distribution
nonprofits, AMS should establish a minimum requirement
of minority-led nonprofit involvement wherever possible.
According to at least one stakeholder, Program boxes
disproportionately went to well-resourced, usually
white-led nonprofits, while smaller minority-led
nonprofits often were not selected by distributors to
participate in the Program.     In order to implement this
recommendation, AMS could help maintain a list of
minority-led nonprofits, and/or other local nonprofits,
potentially verified with the help of letters of support
from city leadership or community leaders.
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Publish regional lists of small- and mid-sized and minority- and women-owned
farms qualified to be subcontractors in the Program, or enact a matching
program across contractors and producers.

Support of small- and mid-sized and minority- and women-owned farms could be bolstered
by publishing and encouraging the use of regional lists of such farms prior to solicitation of
bids, or otherwise establishing a platform that would enable bidders to discover and match
with these producers. Such an approach would provide potential contractors with a list of
“USDA-encouraged” or “USDA-supported” producers from which to choose. By introducing
an easy-to-reference list of small- and mid-sized and minority- and women-owned farms
open to subcontracting with distributors, the USDA can address one of the barriers that keep
these lesser-known producers out of consideration for subcontractor roles. The current system
requires contractors to research and come up with their own proposals for subcontracting
with producers, increasing the likelihood that they may gravitate to larger, better-known
farms due to lack of awareness of or time to invest in researching and building relationships
with small- and mid-sized and minority- and women-owned farms. 

At one point, a meeting was held between the USDA Under Secretary of Agriculture for
Marketing and Regulatory Programs and Washington state representatives to discuss how
Washington state could reach out to some of the awarded contractors to help them
determine small- and mid-sized and direct-market farms with whom they could subcontract,
demonstrating that this challenge is already on the USDA’s radar.     By publishing and
encouraging contractor use of lists of small- and mid-sized and minority- and women-owned
farms nationwide, the USDA can accomplish the same purpose at a national scale. 

As noted above, one Program critique, especially in later Rounds, was the sole focus on price
as selection criterion. Cost should not be the sole criterion with which bids are evaluated; in
order to strike a balance AMS should require that the invoiced price is within a reasonable
range of that particular contracted farm, producer, or distribution operation’s historical or
demonstrated procurement costs. This would ensure that small farms with specific growing
practices that make them costlier—e.g. organic farms—or those growing particularly high-
quality produce for the restaurant business      would be adequately compensated while also
demonstrating the true market value of their produce. This could also better support small-
and mid-size farms if such farms have higher prices because they lack the economies of
scale of large producers. One example of such a system is CFAP’s revenue-based pricing
model for certain crops, in which crops are priced and farmers compensated based on the
individual farm and crop’s historic revenues.     They are therefore compensated within a
range for what they would have likely sold the produce in a regular market and regular year,
rather than compensated at the prices of operations that may be much larger in scale and
therefore selling at lower price points. 

Evaluate bid prices based on historic and reasonable cost for a particular 
farm, producer, or distribution operation in order to ensure that small and 
specialty farms are adequately compensated.
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The USDA should employ best practices
developed for supply chain management
during humanitarian crises to improve food
access and decrease inequities in food
distribution.    Such an approach would involve
incorporating basic best practices of crisis
supply and demand planning.    The current
Program does not have any one person in
charge of overseeing that food is being
appropriately distributed to food insecure
populations across the U.S. To improve the
distribution of food under this Program, an
individual or individuals should be appointed
as the planning and logistics manager(s) in
charge of ensuring equal distribution.    In
addition, the Program should enable state and
local governments to respond to any gaps in
services by consistently publishing data
relevant to their efforts, including the names of
partner nonprofits and the numbers of boxes
going to different parts of the region, as well
as ongoing gaps in coverage.

There are undoubtedly Program deficiencies that are a byproduct of the wide discretion
afforded to distributors to coordinate deliveries with nonprofit organizations. The Program
could improve food security and impacts on recipients by providing guidance to Program
distributors on working with food banks and other food distribution nonprofits, which it does
not currently provide.    Distributors would benefit from the publication and availability of
some best practice guidance on how to partner with food banks and other nonprofit entities
that are involved in serving food insecure populations.   These best practice guidance
documents should be developed after extensive consultation with entities that have
experience in direct to consumer distribution or in serving food insecure populations. Best
practice guidance and any other publications designed to help distributors would be
especially beneficial if the Program becomes part of a future playbook for supporting
American producers, mitigating food waste, and addressing food insecurity.

Publish best practice guidance to assist distributors participating in the
Program.

Employ best practices in food distribution, supply chain management, and
emergency response, and ensure more precise and more equitable targeting
for distribution of boxes.
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Image: Volunteers distributing Program boxes at 
God’s Kitchen in Kenosha, WI

 Credit: Melissa Melshenker Ackerman, Produce
Alliance
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Further, rather than utilizing Opportunity Zones to identify food insecure populations in need,
the Program could allow for distributors to deliver to food bank distribution hubs and allow
for the food banks to manage the distribution of food within their networks according to their
preexisting methods.    The Program could provide direct payments to food banks to cover
the logistics costs associated with this distribution model. Alternatively, or in addition, AMS
could give preference to bids that cite state or local government reports or have letters of
support from mayors indicating that the contractors’ distribution plans align with the state or
locality’s strategies to combat food insecurity. Many states and cities have conducted in-
depth research and analysis of community food insecurity rates and need for government
assistance, which could be used by contractors to create a distribution plan.  

The Program should impose additional oversight on distributors and ensure distributors are
held accountable for last mile delivery as well as the general quality of the boxes they
deliver. Distributors bid on contracts by providing sample pricing that was inclusive of both
the procurement of the food commodities and the transportation costs associated with
delivering the food to end users.     Yet, in many cases, the distributors did not provide
adequate funding to their nonprofit recipients to pay for last mile delivery, despite that being
a stated Program requirement.    Nonprofits generally still accepted boxes without adequate
coverage of these costs because they were desperate to continue receiving food for their
communities. In addition, in some cases, stakeholders reported deliveries of boxes containing
inedible products.     Also, “past performance” is a stated USDA criterion in decisions to
extend contracts; nevertheless, at least one distributor with a 98% contractual completion
was not awarded a contract in Round Four, demonstrating that past performance mattered
little for the awarding of contracts.    This meant there was little reward for good
performance, or deterrence of poor performance. 

By increasing oversight and considering past performance, the USDA can help deter
distributors from breaching their contractual obligations. At a minimum, distributors should be
required to meet specified performance benchmarks.    The USDA should also provide a
platform for nonprofit entities to provide anonymous feedback about distributors who fail to
deliver boxes according to these benchmarks. The USDA could then leverage additional
enforcement mechanisms, such as withholding payment to distributors, canceling breached
contracts, and foreclosing opportunities for the distributor to continue to participate in future
Rounds of the Program.   

Providing oversight in these areas could help prevent distributors from delivering low-quality
boxes and also prevent them from winning bids with low prices but then passing “last mile”
delivery costs to nonprofit partners. The USDA could then use information about contract
fulfillment to monitor and report out on the extent to which the Program is delivering on its
goals.

Strengthen and amend oversight and enforcement of contractual obligations
to uphold overall accountability and make last mile delivery accountability a
priority. 
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Consider alternative food safety audit certifications or provide technical and
financial assistance for obtaining required audit certifications. 

The USDA should create flexibility around audit requirements for subcontractors in the
Program by accepting a wider scope of food safety certifications. Currently, all suppliers that
wish to be contractors or subcontractors in the Program are required to have either a USDA
Good Agricultural Practices (GAP)/Good Handling Practices (GHP) audit, or a Global Food
Safety Initiative (GFSI) benchmarked certification program audit.     While such audits serve
an important purpose in ensuring food safety, this restricted list of qualifying certifications
unnecessarily limits the pool of eligible smaller producers. Many alternative food safety
certification systems exist that the USDA could allow distributors to accept as sufficient
certification of food safety practices. For example, the USDA could accept FSMA produce
safety rule inspections as proof of sufficient food safety procedures and allow an exemption
for “qualified exempt” farms under the FSMA produce safety rule exemption.     In addition,
the USDA could accept all third party food safety certifications, such as the Commonwealth
Quality Program in Massachusetts and the New York State Grown & Certified program.    The
Farmers Feeding Families Coronavirus Response Act, introduced in the House, attempts to
address this issue by involving the state more explicitly in the Program and allowing for state-
certified, small- and mid-sized farms to be involved with the Program without obtaining
federal audit certifications.     An alternative to the approach described above would be for
the USDA to provide subsidies for smaller producers to apply for the necessary certifications
and to provide an expedited certification process for applicants to the Program. In addition,
the USDA could ease the burden of acquiring GAP certification by clarifying that GroupGAP
is accepted, providing more resources for technical assistance to groups of farmers wishing
to complete this for the Program, and encouraging farmers wishing to participate in the
program to take advantage of this option.

Reintroduce non-combination boxes, especially produce-only boxes, to the
Program.
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vii.

viii.

The USDA only awarded contracts for combination boxes during Rounds Three and Four. 
 While combination boxes ensure that Program recipients receive boxes with a variety of
products, this focus has led to several issues. First, it had a disparate impact on smaller
producers who were previously contractors for the Program and subsequently lost their
contracts, because these producers were not easily able to find producers to contribute the
additional required elements of the boxes.     For example, small farms often could not easily
acquire or safely handle meat and dairy products. In addition, combination boxes likely led
to more food waste as well as other complications for food banks and other food distribution
nonprofits, given that many food banks and nonprofits do not have enough refrigerated
storage space to safely store deliveries of large co-packed boxes of food and therefore
may have had to rent additional storage space, turn down boxes, spend time unpacking and
repacking boxes, or distribute the food directly if smaller nonprofits could not handle the
storage needs.     In addition, combination boxes and the degree to which the USDA
mandated specific contents in these boxes made it difficult to serve recipients with food
allergies or cultural or dietary preferences.
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To address these issues, the USDA should once again allow non-combination boxes to make
up at least a part of the Program, and should make the combination box specifications more
flexible to account for regional and seasonal variability and food allergies or cultural or
dietary preferences. Non-combination boxes make it easier for smaller producers and
distributors to join the Program as contractors, without having to find, partner with, and
coordinate additional subcontractors to contribute missing categories of products.    Produce
-only boxes would particularly benefit food recipients, as they would fill a niche that is not
met by other USDA food assistance programs, which generally do not provide fresh produce.

The USDA should encourage food recovery, utilization of surplus food to reduce unnecessary
waste and responsible disposal of surplus food as priorities for the Program. Because
distributors are not necessarily focused on using surplus products to fill boxes, especially in
later Rounds when the Program focused heavily on price, surplus food that could have been
used for the Program often is needlessly wasted. Stakeholders also pointed out that Program
food boxes do not always get to people who need them, as distributors struggling to fulfill
contracts at times end up leaving boxes with people or organizations that do not need them
or do not have the capacity to handle them.

Require contractors to submit a plan for addressing food waste in their
proposals.
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In order to ensure that food boxes and surplus
produce do not go to waste, the Program
should require contractors to submit a plan for
addressing food waste in their contract bids.
For example, under the TEFAP Farm to Food
Bank program, the USDA requires States
applying for funding to submit a plan which
includes a description of how the state project
will “reduce food waste at the agricultural
production, processing, or distribution level.”
The USDA could impose similar requirements
on distributors applying to be contractors with
the Program. Plans could include, for example,
a commitment to connect with farmers or
suppliers that are struggling with excess
product, a plan to manage delivery and
subcontracting processes to ensure adequate
delivery of food, an outline of how distributors
will address food waste that occurs during or
after the delivery process, and a plan for
donation or recovery to mitigate any ultimate
food waste.

ix.

Image: Program boxes await shipment on pallets in Mills
River, NC

Credit: USDA
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Because the Program was created specifically in response to the supply chain disruption of
the pandemic, its future remains unclear. Regardless of whether or not the Program
continues, some of the lessons gleaned from its successes and failures can be applied to
other USDA food purchasing and distribution programs. This section will cover several
suggestions that the USDA should consider with respect to the agency’s ongoing food
purchasing efforts.

The USDA could leverage its existing commodity purchasing programs instead of creating a
new program in response to unprecedented supply chain disruptions.     One way to do this
would be through the USDA’s Section 32 authority to purchase domestic commodities.
“Section 32” is a permanent appropriation that sets aside the equivalent of 30% of annual
customs receipts to support farms through the purchase of surplus commodities.    Authorized
under Section 32 of the act of August 24, 1935, Section 32 funds are to be used to, “1)
encourage the export of farm products through producer payments or other means; 2)
encourage the domestic consumption of farm products by diverting surpluses from normal
channels or increasing their use by low-income groups; and 3) re-establish farmers’
purchasing power.” 

While most of the funds must be transferred to
the USDA’s child nutrition account and to the
Department of Commerce for its fisheries
activities, the USDA has broad discretionary
authority over how it spends any remaining
non-transferred funds. Historically, the USDA
has largely used this Section 32 “contingency”
funding to purchase agricultural commodities
not typically covered by other mandatory
farm support programs, such as meat, poultry,
fruits, vegetables, and fish.     This food is then
diverted to domestic food assistance program
recipients, including food banks, schools, child
care centers, adult care centers, and soup
kitchens. In the past, the total annual amounts
of Section 32 contingency purchases have
varied, from a low of $54 million in FY2008 to
a high of $320 million in FY2009.  
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Beyond: Applying Lessons from the Program to Other USDA
Purchasing and Distribution Efforts 

Utilize Section 32 commodities purchasing authority for future fresh produce
purchasing and distribution.

B.

i.

29
Image: Farmer holding a bunch of carrots
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However, while the USDA has broad discretionary authority over these purchases, Section 32
purchases have tended to be of processed commodities. Although the USDA itself has stated
that “funds are to be applied to the purchase of relatively unprocessed food products that
are close to agricultural commodities in the distribution chain,”     funds have primarily been
used for “emergency removals” of processed surplus commodities, such as raisins and
canned salmon.

This prioritization of processed foods is likely due to hesitation on the part of the USDA to
purchase fresh produce on a large scale, perhaps stemming from a belief that such an
approach could not be successful because of the myriad challenges associated with
distributing fresh products quickly and efficiently. However, the Program has demonstrated
that the USDA is, indeed, able to successfully implement a large-scale food assistance
program that purchases and distributes fresh produce. Thus, future similar efforts to support
producers and consumers, who benefit from incorporating such fresh products into their diets,
could likely be done through the USDA’s Section 32 purchases of agricultural commodities.

However, any efforts to build a program using Section 32 funding should prioritize small- and
mid-sized, and minority- and women-owned farms and incorporate basic best practices of
supply and demand planning, as discussed in more detail with respect to the Program, in
earlier sections of this report. This will help to ensure that those producers that are
disproportionately impacted by market disruptions are supported through Section 32
purchases and will also help to improve food access and decrease inequities in food
distribution. 

Earmark a portion of future federal funding for food purchasing to 
purchases from small- and mid-sized and minority- and women-owned farms.
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ii.

One way to ensure continued support for small- and mid-sized and minority and women-
owned farms—who rely heavily on direct-market channels and are therefore more
susceptible to market disruptions such as those caused by the pandemic—is to set aside a
guaranteed portion of future federal food purchasing and distribution funding for targeted
purchases from these farms.     This would involve setting aside a certain portion of available
funding for use only for the designated sub-groups of farms. The USDA has a history of
enacting budget set-asides for certain categories of farmers determined to be a priority
within other, non-purchasing programs; for example, five percent of acres enrolled in the
Conservation Stewardship Program are set aside annually for beginning farmers and
ranchers and another five percent are set aside for socially disadvantaged producers.    For
purposes of food purchasing and distribution programs, the USDA could similarly set aside a
certain percentage of funding for small- and mid-sized, and minority- and women-owned
farms. An alternative structure to ensure involvement would be to require a certain
percentage of participating farms to be small- and mid-sized, and minority- and women-
owned farms, rather than creating a monetary threshold. Either of these approaches would
ensure federal support critical for the livelihoods of small- and mid-sized, and minority- and
women-owned farms during severe market disruptions.

211

212

213

214



During the pandemic, food waste increased as food producers who typically supply the food
service industry with perishable foods saw rapid decreases in demand.    Even after the initial
wave of shutdowns, demand was in flux because of lifting and reinstating restrictions, closure
of processing facilities due to outbreaks, and uncertain consumer demand. While food waste
provided an initial motivation for the Program, the Program itself does not prioritize food
waste mitigation as a central goal. Nonetheless, food waste poses a severe challenge due to
the pandemic, and remains a considerable ongoing issue in the U.S. While there is an
abundance of food produced in the U.S. every year,     a significant amount of this food ends
up in landfills.     Forty percent of the food produce in the U.S. goes uneaten, resulting in an
estimated 62.5 million tons of wasted food each year.     Outside of the pandemic, the
amount of food waste has been on the rise in the U.S. for the past several decades, with per
capita food loss increasing by 50 percent from 1975 to 2005.     Diverting safe, edible food
from the waste stream to consumers, especially those in need, can significantly reduce food
waste, while also playing a role in hunger relief efforts. A number of federal laws and policies
strive to enhance food recovery, but some of these laws do not benefit farmers in particular
and in fact created barriers for farmers with respect to food donation during the pandemic.
This section will cover a few suggestions that Congress and the relevant agencies should
consider regarding food waste mitigation to respond to the ongoing pandemic and beyond. 
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C. Beyond: Recommendations to Address Food Waste Going Forward

Image: Heap of unused potatoes rotting in field
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The U.S. already offers generous tax incentives for food donors as a means to elevate food
donation as an economical alternative to discarding safe, surplus food. Taxpayers who
donate food are eligible for two deductions under federal law: (1) a general tax deduction
of the basis value of the food that applies to all charitable contribution, and (2) an enhanced
tax deduction for food donation that allows taxpayers to deduct nearly twice the base value
for in-kind food donations.    However, as farmers continue to face supply chain disruptions
from the pandemic, facilitating greater in-kind food donations from struggling producers will
require expanding the existing tax benefits. Congress, therefore, should take the following
actions:

First, Congress should provide an alternative tax credit for food donation by farmers. Many
farmers are struggling to find buyers for their crops, particularly if they are not participants in
the Program.    Despite the demand for food donations, many farmers do not see this as an
economical alternative, as they would need to expend a lot of resources to harvest and
transport surplus product to food banks or food recovery organizations. While farmers can
technically receive the enhanced deduction for food donations that is available to all
businesses, this deduction is not well-suited to farmers and often is not claimed.

Expand food donation tax benefits to incentivize donations and offset
associated costs.  

i.
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Unlike a tax credit, the value of a deduction is contingent on the amount of taxable income;
thus, a deduction is typically a less effective incentive for farms, which often operate with low
profit margins.     Because most farms do not claim the enhanced tax deduction, they are not
incentivized to donate or adequately compensated for the costs of donating. To incentivize
farmers to donate more surplus food and offset some of the costs to farmers, Congress should
provide an alternative tax credit for farmers that they can elect to claim for food donations
to 501(c)(3) organizations, instead of claiming the existing enhanced deduction. Offering this
credit will help make it easier for farmers to donate surplus food.

In addition, Congress should create a tax deduction to cover transportation costs for
donated food. One of the biggest costs of donating food is the transportation of the food to
a food recovery organization. To reduce the transportation burden on donors, and thus
encourage greater donation, Congress should amend the enhanced tax deduction for food
donations to include an additional benefit covering costs of transporting donated food.
Finally, Congress should expand the enhanced tax deduction for food donation to include
donated food that is sold at a reduced price to the ultimate recipient. Under current law,
donors may only claim an enhanced deduction for food donations made to a non-profit
organization that does not charge the final recipient for the food.     However, the “no
charge” requirement is unnecessary because the recipient food recovery organization must
already be a nonprofit, meaning that any money raised by low-cost sales of donated food
would be re-invested in their social mission to serve more individuals in need. Eliminating the
“no charge” restriction in the enhanced deduction can add flexibility and make food
recovery more economically viable for some organizations, especially during the pandemic.
As one example, if a nonprofit food recovery organization could charge $1 for the delivery of
donated foods to recoup some of its costs while still being able to offer the tax incentive to
its food donors, it would be able to serve significantly more needy individuals. 

To incentivize farmers to 

donate more surplus food and offset

some of the costs to farmers,

Congress should provide an

alternative tax credit for farmers that

they can elect to claim for food

donations to 501(c)(3) organizations,

instead of claiming the existing

enhanced deduction.
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The federal Bill Emerson good Samaritan Act (the Emerson Act) provides broad and
comprehensive national liability protection for food donors and food recovery organizations
that is intended to encourage food donations. The Emerson Act providers a baseline of civil
and criminal liability protections for food donors and the nonprofits that distribute food
donations, provided that certain criteria are met. However, many food businesses still cite
fear of liability as a primary deterrent to donating food. Expanding liability protections for
food donation is more important now than ever, particularly for farmers, given the impacts of
the pandemic on their normal supply chains. To expand these protections, Congress should
take the following actions, several of which are set forth in the Senate Food Donation
Improvement Act of 2019 (S. 3141): 

Expand liability protection for food donations to ensure surplus food makes it
to those in need. 
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ii.  

Image: Program Event at the Impact Church in Detroit, MI
Credit: USDA



First, Congress should extend liability protection for food donations to certain “direct
donations” made by food businesses directly to those in need. Under the Emerson Act, food
donors are only protected if they give food to a nonprofit organization, which then distributes
it to those in need.    The pandemic has highlighted the need to create more flexibility, such
as by expanding this liability protection to also cover direct donations made by farmers, who
typically donate low-risk foods, such as surplus produce. While donations by farmers to
nonprofits are already covered under the Emerson Act, protecting direct donations by
farmers and other donors can allow individuals in need to pick up food from more accessible
locations right at the source. This would provide additional flexibility to farmers and other
potential donors who have surplus due to supply chain breakdowns during the pandemic and
prevent the challenges that occur with always needing to take the food to nonprofits before
it is donated to those in need. Congress should also extend liability protection to donations
sold by a nonprofit organization to recipients at a “Good Samaritan Reduced Price,” in order
to better support the costs of food donation and recovery, as mentioned above. Finally, in
order to better explain the intricacies of the Emerson Act, Congress should grant the USDA
the authority to administer the Emerson Act and direct the USDA to issue regulations and
clarifying guidance on food donation and liability protection that flesh out the Emerson Act.
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Create or foster the creation of online spaces connecting farmers with 
surplus to distributors, food banks, gleaners, and other nonprofits. 

iii.
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One of the main purposes of the Program is to take surplus from farms and producers and
ensure that it gets to people who need it. Inevitably, however, some farms struggling with
surplus produce and other products will not become contractors or subcontractors for the
Program. The USDA could help make it easier for such farms to connect with food banks, food
recovery organizations, and other distribution nonprofits by creating an online platform to
act as a link between these entities. A centralized online platform could allow farmers to post
descriptions of their surplus products and alert organizations in need of food to these
postings. In particular, the platform should make it easy for farmers to find food distribution
organizations in their area, and vice versa. The USDA could also make sure that the online
platform includes rural areas, since many of the apps that currently exist for similar purposes
only operate in urban areas. Such a platform would help ensure that surplus produce and
agricultural products get to people who need them, whether the surplus is a result of further
supply chain disruptions during the current pandemic, future disasters, or even during non-
disaster times.
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CONCLUSION
The Farmers to Families Food Box Program aimed to address some of the supply chain and
market disruptions resulting from the pandemic by having distributors purchase fresh
produce, dairy, and meat from struggling farmers and deliver this food to food banks and
other nonprofits serving Americans in need. It has also filled a gap in federal food purchasing
and distribution efforts. This report provides an in-depth analysis of the Program, with a
particular focus on how the Program addressed the issues of supporting small- and mid-
sized, and minority- and women-owned farms, food access, and food waste. It is designed to
reflect the experiences of Program stakeholders and highlight Program successes while
addressing some of their needs that were not met, providing the USDA and Congress an
opportunity to maximize this Program’s effectiveness. Because the nation will be dealing with
the Novel coronavirus and its aftermath for quite some time, it is important to think about how
the USDA can learn from both the successes and shortfalls of the Program. Should the
Program continue past Round Five, the USDA should make the changes recommended in this
report to strengthen the Program and ensure better support of small- and mid-sized, and
minority- and women-owned farms, mitigation of food insecurity, and mitigation of food
waste. Further, both the USDA and Congress should take this opportunity to make additional
changes to better address the issues beyond the scope of the Program. 

Photo Credit: USDA 
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