
 My name is Helen Rortvedt and I am the Farm to School & Food Access Programs Director at NOFA-VT. 
 Together with Betsy, I co-lead the Vermont FEED project. 

 I want to share a li�le more about why the Local Foods Incen�ve grant program is so important and why 
 it shows so much promise. Schools in Vermont spent approximately $20 million dollars on food to 
 provide approximately 17 million meals to Vermont kids in the 2021-22 school year. The math is 
 rela�vely simple. School nutri�on professionals have been telling us for years that they want to buy more 
 local foods but, with li�le more than a dollar to spend per plate, they lack sufficient funds to do so on a 
 meaningful scale. The Local Foods Incen�ve provides school nutri�on programs with much needed 
 financial resources and encourages them to put Vermont farmers and producers first when making 
 purchasing decisions. 

 Already, in just the second year of the program, 31 of Vermont’s 51 School Food Authori�es (SFAs) have 
 par�cipated, either in the baseline year program, thereby expressing serious investment in the program, 
 or through the subsequent year program. That’s 60% of the SFAs in the state. We have iden�fied a 
 variety of local products that schools are buying, ranging from dairy, to meat and poultry, maple, baked 
 goods, and more, posi�vely affec�ng all kinds of Vermont farmers and producers. The SFAs that 
 submi�ed their local purchasing records this year collec�vely spent over $775,000 on Vermont local 
 foods. That’s more than double the nearly $340,000 in grant funds these SFAs will receive as a result – a 
 remarkable 2-to-1 early return on the State’s investment! 

 Act 67 of 2021, which established the Local Foods Incen�ve grant program, states that it is the goal of 
 the State that by the year 2023, at least 20 percent of the foods schools purchase be locally produced. 
 And, while we are not there quite yet, we have made significant strides forward in rela�vely short order. 
 The ins�tu�onal supply chain takes �me to respond. And it takes �me for school nutri�on programs to 
 set up new purchasing rela�onships and tracking systems. We see the rela�vely high par�cipa�on rate in 
 the baseline year grants, and the notable number of SFAs that submi�ed subsequent year applica�ons 
 but fell short of the 15% threshold as a clear expression of the demand and need for this program. On 
 the demand side, my colleagues and I have been providing support and technical assistance to SFAs to 
 help them navigate the program and connect to more local farms and producers. On the supply side, we 
 have been working with local producers, food hubs, and distributors to improve schools’ access to and 
 awareness of local foods. The Local Foods Incen�ve has already proven to be a powerful tool in 
 catalyzing a shi� towards purchasing more Vermont foods. I’m confident that, within a few years, we’ll 
 see  at least  15% local purchasing become more the  norm than an outlier for Vermont school nutri�on 
 programs. 

 And to focus on the even bigger picture for a moment: school meals programs are growing the next 
 genera�on of consumers. Kids who grow up in Vermont schools with strong Farm to School programs are 
 showing up at UVM asking for local foods to be served on the menu. As schools con�nue to increase 
 their local food purchasing, we will see the further strengthening of our local supply chain which will 
 facilitate greater market opportuni�es for our farmers and producers. The Local Foods Incen�ve clearly 
 illustrates the power of a State incen�ve to catalyze a shi� in ins�tu�onal purchasing prac�ces. We are 



 working together to push back against a system that privileges large-scale agriculture that far too o�en 
 depletes soil health, exacerbates the climate crisis, and concentrates wealth in the hands of a few 
 landowners. The Local Foods Incen�ve helps our schools to shi� the focus back toward suppor�ng our 
 small and medium sized producers right here in Vermont. This program is a big step forward toward 
 leveling the playing field in school food purchasing. 

 Today, you have heard from a variety of stakeholders about the myriad posi�ve impacts of the various 
 investments the Legislature has made in Farm to School and Early Childhood programs. The Grants 
 program, through its innova�ve blend of financial support for schools, expert and focused technical 
 assistance, and the support of a coach helps to build strong Farm to School programs with real staying 
 power. The Local Foods Incen�ve grant program is already transforming the way that school nutri�on 
 programs think about their food purchasing, shi�ing more dollars towards Vermont farmers and 
 producers. We an�cipate this shi� will only con�nue to grow in the coming years. 

 Thank you for the investments you have already made in Farm to School and Early Childhood Programs. 
 Thank you, also, to the Agency of Agriculture, Food, and Markets and to the Agency of Educa�on for 
 their strong partnership in ensuring the success of the Farm to School & Early Childhood Grants program 
 and the Local Foods Incen�ve.  As a reminder, we have  come together today to ask for your support for 
 the Farm to School & Early Childhood program with a level funded base appropria�on of $500,000 for 
 Fiscal Year 2024. And, to support the Local Purchasing Incen�ve program at $500,000 in base funding. 
 Thank you! 


