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Farmers’ markets are found 
throughout Wisconsin in 

communities large and small, rural 
and urban. At these markets, farmers, 
artisans, and small food processors 
sell locally produced items to area 

residents. To create a successful market, managers 
work to serve and to become an integral part of the 
community. In their effort to serve the community, 
market managers must consider the potential of 
offering Electronic Benefits Transfer (EBT). To 
decide if your market should offer EBT, you should 
consider several questions: 

Who will benefit?    What are the 
program costs?    How much time 
will it take?    Who will pay for it? 
Since offering EBT at the farmers’ market isn’t 
simple, this guide will help you to understand the 
program and assess your market’s need and your 
ability to run it. We will also discuss the value of 
EBT at the market, how to organize and manage the 
program, the costs, and how to fund it. 

Kristin Krokowski
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Food stamps, FoodShare, SNAP, and EBT: 
What does it all mean? 
The first food stamp program began in 
the spring of 1939 as the result of wide-
spread unemployment during the Great 
Depression and unmarketable food 
surpluses. The original program ended 
in 1943, but was reinstated with changes 
in 1961. In 1964, program administration 
shifted to the states and food stamps 
could be used for all items intended 
for human consumption. The latter 
change allowed paper food stamps to be 
redeemed at farmers’ markets as long as 
the farmers were authorized retailers. 

In the early 
1980s, a pilot 
EBT program 
was initiated 
to increase 
the efficiency 
and effective-
ness of the 
food stamp 
program. 
With the new 
EBT program, 
instead of 
paper food 
stamps, 
food stamp 
benefits were electronically deposited 
in a participant’s account each month. A 
plastic card, similar to a bank card, was 
issued along with a personal identifica-
tion number (PIN). In Wisconsin, this 
card is referred to as a Quest card, and it 
can be used to redeem benefits at any 
authorized retailer. The success of this 
pilot program resulted in all states being 
required to administer benefits through 
EBT. Wisconsin completed this transition 
in 2000.

The change from paper food stamps 
to electronic benefits in 2000 made 
the program more efficient, but it also 
required authorized retailers to use 
electronic equipment to read the cards. 
Recipients swipe their cards and enter 
their PIN at these point-of-sale (POS) 
devices to complete transactions. POS 
units are provided to authorized retailers 
at no charge; however, the retailer must 
provide a phone line and electricity to 
operate the unit. Since few farmers’ mar-
kets had access to a telephone line and 

electricity 
at the 
market 
site, this 
transition 
effec-
tively 
elimi-
nated the 
ability of 
farmers 
to accept 
food 
stamps. 
For many 
beneficia-

ries, especially those in food deserts, this 
transition limited their access to afford-
able, nutritious foods.

In 2008, the name of the food stamp 
program changed to the Supplemental 
Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP). 
This name change was an effort to 
remove the stigma associated with par-
ticipating in the program. At this time, 
states were also encouraged to change 
the name of their program to SNAP or 
an alternate name. The Department of 
Health Services (DHS), which adminis-
ters the program in Wisconsin, chose to 
name it FoodShare.

Who receives 
FoodShare benefits  
in Wisconsin? 
Wisconsin DHS data shows that in 2012, 
14.6% of the 5.7 million Wisconsinites 
received FoodShare. This percentage is 
three times the 2001 rate of 4.8%. These 
numbers have increased as the number 
of people in poverty has increased. In 
2001, the number of Wisconsinites in 
poverty was 8.8% of the population. 
In 2012, that number grew to 12.4%. 
Although the unemployment rate has 
dropped, FoodShare participation con-
tinues to grow. It is currently uncertain 
how long this trend will continue; how-
ever, historically the number of people 
participating in FoodShare declines in 
relation to the unemployment rate.

FoodShare eligibility is based primarily 
on income and the number of people in 
a family or assistance group. Currently, 
the average number of people in an 
assistance group is 2.1. Fifty-seven 
percent of the recipients are adults, and 
43% are minors. Working families, in 
which there is at least one minor, one 
parent of a minor, and one working 
adult, comprise 21% of FoodShare recipi-
ents. The average monthly FoodShare 
benefit amount for a two-parent house-
hold with a gross income of $2,000 a 
month is $384. 
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Is EBT right for  
your market?
Most farmers’ market mission statements 
include the notion of increasing the con-
sumption of healthy local foods. There is 
no doubt that adding EBT services to a 
farmers’ market increases access to fresh, 
local foods for Wisconsin’s FoodShare 
participants. The University of Wisconsin-
Extension in Waukesha County recently 
completed a two-year study of ten 
markets around the state with new EBT 
programs. Ninety-five percent of buyers 
using the farmers’ market EBT program 
said that having this payment option 
at the market increased the amount of 
fruits and vegetables they ate. 

Initiating an EBT program at your market 
also has economic benefits. FoodShare 
participants who shop at your market 
infuse the federal tax dollars that fund 
this program back into the local econ-
omy. They pay the market vendors, and 
the market vendors pay their employees 
and spend it on local goods and services. 
The U.S. Department of Agriculture 
(USDA) estimates that every $5 of SNAP 
benefits spent generates $9.20 in com-
munity spending.1

Although improving the nutrition of low-
income residents and increasing com-
munity spending are excellent reasons 
to start an EBT program at your market, 
there are many factors to consider before 
you get started. This guide will help you 
evaluate your potential customer base, 
assess your market’s capacity to host and 
to manage an EBT program, estimate the 
costs of running a program, and develop 
strategies for sustaining your program. 

Where are the Food-
Share participants?
Do you know how many FoodShare 
participants live in the area around 
your market? Do you know if they can 
get there? FoodShare data is available 
through the Wisconsin DHS FoodShare 
website: www.dhs.wisconsin.gov/food-
share. The site breaks down the number 
of recipients by county or zip code.

If you request this information, carefully 
consider how far people usually travel to 
your market. Most Wisconsin urban and 
suburban farmers’ markets draw from 
ten miles or less around their market, 
and some markets draw from as little 
as three miles.2 If your market is easy to 
access by public transportation, people 
may be travel farther. However, to get an 
accurate idea of your potential audience, 
be realistic. Don’t expect FoodShare 
participants to drive 20 minutes to your 
market. Request the number of partici-
pants in the zip code surrounding your 
market or the nearest two or three zip 
codes, if your market is central to mul-
tiple zip codes.

Once you have an idea of how many 
FoodShare participants live near your 
market, you will know your potential 
audience. Nationwide redemption at 
farmers’ markets is increasing. In 2010, 
approximately $8 million of SNAP 
benefits were spent at farmers’ markets. 
In 2011, that number increased to $12 
million. Unfortunately, this number 
represents less than 1% of SNAP benefits 
spent annually in the country. Outreach 
to local FoodShare participants will be 
essential. Initial interest in the program, 
even with promotion, may be around 1% 
of your potential audience.

Who are your Food-
Share participants?
Every farmers’ market has its own char-
acteristics. Some markets focus on basic 
unprocessed foods such as fruits, veg-
etables, eggs, meat, and baked goods, 
while others carry the basics plus an 
array of specialty products. Regardless 
of the type of market you manage, ask 
yourself if the products and pricing at 
your market appeal to the demographics 
of FoodShare participants in your area. 
Is your potential audience Caucasian, 
Latino, Asian, or African American? How 
old are they? What is their income? Do 
the products sold at your market appeal 
to these populations?1“State Outreach Plan Guidance,” Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program,  

accessed March 11, 2013, www.fns.usda.gov/snap/outreach/guidance/stateplan.htm.  
2 Kristin Krokowski, “Keeping Farmers’ Markets Strong and Sustainable,” (self-published, 2008).
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In addition, think about how these 
products will be utilized. Many people 
have difficulty identifying common veg-
etables and are not familiar with how to 
prepare fresh produce. Simply offering 
FoodShare participants the opportunity 
to shop at your market may not be suf-
ficient. To increase FoodShare redemp-
tion, your market or a partner organiza-
tion may need to provide education to 
EBT participants.

What are my options 
for offering EBT at 
my farmers’ market?
You can offer EBT at your market in 
multiple ways. The costs of the differ-
ent methods vary significantly, but all 
options will require some staff time.

POS terminals
Farmers’ markets can process EBT with 
wired or wireless POS terminals. Wired 
devices are free to Food and Nutrition 
Services (FNS)-approved retailers. This 
device requires a phone jack and an 
electrical outlet for use. Wireless POS 
terminals use a wireless signal to process 
transactions.

Wired POS terminals at the market site 
are the best combination of efficiency 
and cost-effectiveness. These terminals 
are free with no service charges if you 
have more than $100 in sales annually. 
Wired terminals are reliable because 
they plug directly into a phone line and 
do not rely on wireless signals. EBT trans-
actions can be accomplished securely 
on site at the market while FoodShare 
participants wait. Most transactions take 
a few seconds. If you only have a phone 
line, a portable generator or car battery 
can serve as the electrical source. These 
units will not process credit cards or 
debit cards.

Wired devices can also be used away 
from the market. EBT transactions are 
entered manually after the market is 
finished. If the market has a cell phone, 
a staff person calls the customer’s EBT 
number into the retailer’s EBT customer 
service number for transaction approval. 
This places a hold on the customer’s 
FoodShare benefits for the amount. 
The staff member records the transac-
tion on a manual voucher signed by the 
customer and in the market’s record-
keeping. After the market, these manual 
vouchers are keyed into the offsite, wired 
POS terminal for processing. 

Manual vouchers
Manual vouchers can also be used by 
FNS-approved markets without a POS 
unit. For these markets, manual vouchers 
are mailed to the Wisconsin EBT contrac-
tor within 15 days for processing. The 
funds are directly deposited into the 
market’s account within two business 
days of the processor receiving the 
manual vouchers.

Wireless devices
Wireless units are convenient and offer 
a broader array of transaction options 
than the wired units. These units use a 
secure wireless signal for transactions 
and a rechargeable battery to power the 
device. This eliminates the need for a 
phone line and an outlet at the market. 
EBT transactions take place at the market 
while the customer waits. Another 
benefit is that debit and credit cards can 
also be processed with this same unit. 
Wireless transactions can currently be 
made with two types of devices, neither 
of which are provided free of charge 
by the USDA. The USDA is currently 
investigating the use of additional types 
of wireless technology to process EBT 
transactions. 

The most common wireless device used 
by farmers’ markets is a POS terminal.  
This is a handheld unit that includes a 
rechargeable battery, a keypad, and a 
printer; it has its own wireless signal to 
transmit transactions. The wireless EBT 
unit is not provided free of charge to 
FNS-approved vendors. Each POS unit 
costs approximately $1,200 and has a 
projected lifespan of three years. This 
cost includes a back-up battery, charging 
cord, training and activation, a carrying 
case, and shipping and handling.
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Another wireless option is a unit that 
works with a smart device to process 
transactions. This unit is currently avail-
able only for iPhones, iPads, and iPod 
Touches, and the operator must have 
a data plan to process transactions. An 
app that processes either credit/debit 
or EBT transactions is downloaded onto 
one of these devices for a fee. Both apps 
can be downloaded onto the same 
device, but the apps cannot be shared 
with other devices. The unit connects to 
the smart device to process transactions, 
and the smart device is connected to a 
printer to print a customer receipt. This 
unit costs approximately $350.

 In addition to paying for the POS 
terminal or unit, smart device, and data 
plan, a monthly service fee is charged 
for processing transactions. This varies 
by device and the provider who pro-
cesses your transactions. Currently, 
it’s approximately $15 per month to 
process transactions from smart devices 
and about $45 per month to process 
transactions originating from a POS 
unit. Individual transaction fees will also 
apply. These costs vary by the type of 
transaction and the service provider. EBT 
transactions are currently $0.15 each. For 
credit card transactions, one provider 
charges $0.22 per transaction plus 1.75% 
of the transaction total and $0.40 per 
debit card transaction. EBT transaction 
charges, or any costs of the EBT program, 
cannot be passed on to the FoodShare 
participants. Credit and debit trans-
actions are not part of the EBT program 
and do not have these restrictions.

Farmers’ market-run EBT programs
In Wisconsin, most farmers’ markets run 
EBT programs on behalf of all of the 
eligible vendors at the market. The most 
popular system for EBT transactions is 
the wireless system, and the costs are 
prohibitive for most individual market 
vendors. Market-run programs are more 
cost-effective, but also more complex. 
Many aspects must be managed for a 
program to run smoothly. In addition 
to processing the EBT transactions, the 
market is also responsible for:

•	 Creating and tracking tokens/scrip or 
creating a receipt system

•	 Training vendors on acceptable 
products and program rules

•	 Creating a vendor reimbursement 
system

•	 Reimbursing vendors for EBT 
transactions

•	 Training staff and vendors on creating 
a respectful environment for EBT 
transactions

•	 Creating a system to direct FoodShare 
participants to the participating 
vendors

•	 Promoting the program and helping 
customers find the location for 
FoodShare transactions

There are two systems for processing 
EBT transactions for farmers’ markets. 
The first is using receipts. In this system, 
a FoodShare customer shops with a 
vendor. The vendor creates a receipt 
and gives it to the customer. The 
customer leaves the food items with 
the vendor and takes the receipt to the 
POS terminal. The customer swipes his 
or her EBT card for the amount on the 
vendor’s receipt and enters his or her 
PIN. Once the transaction is approved, a 
staff member handling EBT transactions 
gives the customer another transaction 
receipt. The customer gives this receipt 
to the vendor to confirm payment. The 
market then reimburses the vendor for 
the purchase amount. 

What is a scrip?
Scrip is defined as any substitute 
for currency which is legal tender 
and is often a form of credit. Scrips 
were created as company payment 
of employees or as a type of pay-
ment in situations where regular 
money was unavailable, such as 
remote coal towns, military bases, 
ships on long voyages, or occu-
pied countries in war time. Other 
contemporary examples of scrip 
include subway tokens, points 
on websites, and farmers' market 
tokens.
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The second method uses scrip or tokens. 
A farmers’ market creates unique scrip 
or tokens for its market. Tokens are the 
most popular because they are more 
difficult to reproduce. In this system, a 
FoodShare participant initially swipes 
his or her card for a requested amount 
at the POS unit. The program participant 
enters the PIN, and once the transaction 
is approved, he or she receives tokens for 
the requested amount and can redeem 
them with vendors selling eligible food 
products. Lastly, vendors redeem the 
tokens with the market. 

Both methods can be used with wired, 
wireless, or voucher EBT transactions; 
however, most markets utilize tokens. 
This system simplifies the transac-
tion for both vendors and FoodShare 
participants, removing these two 
groups’ barriers to participation. When 
markets are busy, it can be difficult for 
vendors to set aside orders and keep 
track of them until the customer returns. 
Sometimes customers don’t return for 
orders and perishable products may go 
unsold. Receipts must also be gener-
ated, which can prevent employees from 
making additional sales. Using scrip or 
tokens also makes shopping easier for 
FoodShare participants. These customers 
can get tokens before they shop and buy 
their food items without running back 
and forth for each transaction.

Gaining support for an EBT program
Before your market hosts an EBT pro-
gram, it is important to gain the support 
of your market board or management, 
vendors, customers, and community 
members. The more key people back 
your efforts, the more likely your pro-
gram will succeed. In addition, seeking 
the perspective of your market board or 
a group of trusted advisors can help you 
to think through your process and, ulti-
mately, create an efficient and effective 
program. They may offer constructive 
guidance on connecting with FoodShare 
participants, creating a long-term fund-
ing model, or recruiting and training 
market vendors.

Some market vendors will see the value 
in offering EBT immediately. Others 
may take some time or never see its 
value. Their perspective will be affected 
by their personal opinions about 
FoodShare, if ven-
dors are required to 
pay to participate 
in the program, 
the efficacy of the 
market in running 
the program, and 
the profitability of 
accepting EBT.

Customers’ support is also important 
to a successful program. If your current 
customer base opposes the program or 
criticizes customers using FoodShare 
benefits, they create an unfriendly envi-
ronment. Educating customers about 
EBT and how it benefits your market and 
your community can overcome many 
negative opinions.

 Community support also plays a 
central role in a successful program. 
Organizations that support your market 
or work with FoodShare participants, 
food pantries, and food security groups 
are natural fits to gain support for and 
promote your EBT program. 
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8 
steps to starting a farmers’ market  
EBT program 

Once you’ve completed the groundwork and decided to offer EBT access at your market,  
it is time to create a program. This portion will provide step-by-step instructions for setting up a program.

1Identify a bank account  
and a responsible party.

To fill out the application, you will need 
to submit a bank account number and a 
Social Security number (SSN). The bank 
account should be one set up for the EBT 
project or the sponsoring organization. 
The SNAP program will use this account 
to directly deposit the funds from EBT 
transactions and to reimburse your ven-
dors. If you decide to use a wireless POS 
terminal, service and transaction fees 
will also be withdrawn from this account. 
You will also provide a SSN to identify 
the person ultimately responsible for the 
program. Providing your SSN identifies 
you as the responsible party for comply-
ing with all FNS rules and guidelines for 
your market and participating vendors.

2Become an  
authorized retailer.

To accept EBT at your farmers’ market, 
you will need to be certified by the 
USDA’s FNS, which manages the SNAP 
program. A farmers’ market representing 
all participating vendors selling SNAP-
eligible food items can apply to become 
certified. To complete the USDA FNS’ 
online application, go to www.fns.usda.
gov/snap/ebt/fm.htm. You can start 
and stop the application process, but 
you must complete it within 30 days. If 
you do not have access to the internet, 
call FNS at 1-877-823-4369 to request 
a paper copy. Becoming certified may 
take up to 45 days. If you decide to use a 
wireless device to process transactions, 
it will take additional time to receive and 
activate the equipment, so plan ahead.

3Scrip and tokens 

Once you become an authorized retailer, 
it is time to order supplies. Before you 
create your supplies, remember to treat 
them as promotional materials. If pos-
sible, use a professional or other expe-
rienced individual. Once your market 
has a logo, it can be used for all of your 
advertising. Both tokens and scrip 
should use the market logo or name to 
be sure that the EBT benefits redeemed 
at your market are spent at your market. 
Otherwise, vendors at other markets 
may mistakenly accept scrip or tokens 
that cannot be redeemed for cash.

Tokens can be made out of wood, plastic, 
or metal. Scrip should be printed on 
Kan't Kopy paper or something similar 
that cannot be photocopied. Scrip may 
also contain a watermark or emboss-
ing to help prevent duplication. Both 
scrip and tokens should be printed in 
one-dollar increments. Vendors cannot 
give change for tokens. Larger EBT token 
values create a need for giving change in 
EBT tokens. This system isn’t practical for 
most markets.

4Signs 
 

When FoodShare participants arrive at 
your market, they will need direction. 
These customers may be hesitant to ask 
where to redeem benefits. Easily visible 
and understandable signs can help 
FoodShare patrons find where they can 
redeem benefits. Farmers’ markets often 
use banners, sandwich board signs, and 
teardrop or feather flags to draw atten-
tion to this location.

Once FoodShare participants know how 
the system works, they will need to find 
participating vendors. Some markets 
use a map to identify vendors and the 
eligible products they offer. This system 
works for markets where participat-
ing vendors are in the same location 
throughout the year. Seasonal maps can 
also accommodate seasonal vendors. 

http://www.fns.usda.gov/snap/ebt/fm.htm
http://www.fns.usda.gov/snap/ebt/fm.htm
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Vendor signs are the most common 
way to direct FoodShare customers to 
vendors. Vendors who have agreed to 
participate in the EBT program and have 
been trained in acceptable foods and 
program rules receive a sign. It is best 
if the sign is strikingly designed and in 
a highly visible location. These signs, 
similar to those used to identify certi-
fied vendors for the Women, Infants, 
and Children (WIC) Farmers’ Market and 
Senior Farmers’ Market coupon pro-
grams, show participants where they can 
spend their benefits.

Knowing your audience is also useful in 
the case of signs. If you take the time to 
know the demographics of the potential 
FoodShare consumers in your area, you 
will know if signs need to be printed 
in alternate 
languages.

5 Set up an  
accounting system. 

Farmers’ markets that choose a receipt 
system will track benefit transactions, 
vendor redemption, and vendor 
payment. Systems that use tokens or 
scrip will track the same data as the 
receipt system with the addition of 
tracking returned tokens or scrip. A link 
to an example of an EBT farmers' market 
redemption form is in the Resources 
section on the back page.

Systems using receipts should develop a 
redemption policy before recruiting and 
training vendors. How you design your 
redemption system will depend upon 
the size of your market, the volume of 
redemptions, and the amount of staff 
time available. Regardless of the method 
you choose, a log of all EBT transactions 
and vendor redemptions is essential for 
accuracy.

The first thing to consider is cash or 
check. Reimbursing farmers with cash on 
site is feasible for small markets or mar-
kets with low redemption rates. If you 
use cash at the market site, document 
the number of tokens redeemed, the 
vendor, and that the vendor or person 
representing the vendor was paid (con-
firm with a signature). It is unlikely that 
scrip or tokens would be fraudulently 
reproduced, but good record keeping 
is essential to tracking the number of 
tokens given to FoodShare customers 
and the number redeemed by vendors. 
If you use checks, you can track vendor 
redemption by check number.

How often should you redeem vendor 
tokens? Redeeming vendor tokens can 
take a lot of time. If your redemption 
rates are low and you’re redeeming 
with cash, it may be feasible to redeem 
tokens on site at every market; however, 
double-counting large numbers of 
tokens and writing checks for many wait-
ing vendors is not. Redeeming vendor 
tokens should not tie up EBT program 
staff and prevent FoodShare customers 
from using their benefits. 

Consider collecting tokens or scrip 
and paying the vendors either weekly 
or monthly. Tokens or scrip can be 
accepted by the EBT staff person. Some 
markets use envelopes, plastic zip-top 
bags, or bank bags to collect tokens 
labeled with the vendor’s name or 
identification number. The tokens are 
counted at the market as time allows 
or after the market. The number of 
tokens or scrip redeemed by a vendor is 
logged, and a check or cash is issued as 
reimbursement.

This system of reimbursement is a basic 
framework for an EBT program. Before 
you recruit market vendors to participate 
in redeeming EBT benefits, it is helpful 
for them to know what to expect. It will 
also help the market to avoid unrealistic 
expectations and plan staff time. Once 
you have more experience with redemp-
tion volumes and the time it takes to 
process redemptions, you may wish to 
tweak this process to fit the needs of 
your market.

    QUEST 
 (EBT) 
CARDS
ACCEPTED

HERE
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6Recruit and  
train vendors.

Once you have a plan in place for how 
you will run the EBT program at your 
market, it is time to connect with your 
vendors. If vendors were informed of the 
possibility of adding EBT to the market 
in advance or if they have experienced 
a well-run program at another market, 
their response will likely be positive. 
However, it is not unusual to have a 
limited number of vendors at the start 
of the program. Vendor participation 
tends to grow as the redemption rates 
increase.

Vendor training is an important respon-
sibility of the farmers’ market running an 
EBT program. The staff person running 
the program needs to be familiar with 
SNAP redemption rules, but the vendors 
and their employees must be trained as 
well. The market or sponsoring organi-
zation is ultimately responsible for the 
vendors following the rules. Training 
should cover what foods are eligible, the 
market’s redemption policies, treating 
FoodShare participants with courtesy, 
and the consequences of breaking the 
rules. Training is also an opportunity 
for vendors to ask questions and clarify 
policies.

EBT program vendor contracts are not 
required by the USDA, but they are 
strongly encouraged. Several examples 
of this contract are available online. 
They can be easily edited to suit your 
market’s needs. Vendor EBT contracts 
state the eligible food items, the mar-
ket’s token redemption policy, and the 
consequences for not following the 
rules. By signing the contract, the vendor 
acknowledges that he or she has read 
the document and agrees to follow the 
policies listed. Signed contracts are very 
useful when rules are broken and help to 
prevent violations that are ultimately the 
responsibility of the market or sponsor-
ing organization. Signing a new con-
tract each year reminds vendors of the 
program rules, and you can use it as an 
opportunity to answer any new ques-
tions that have emerged or to clarify new 
policies.

7 
Promotion

EBT programs need promotion to be suc-
cessful. Your market’s current promotion 
plan may not reach FoodShare recipi-
ents. Consider some of these methods 
for connecting with these potential 
customers.

First, create promotional materials. This 
can be as simple as assembling a flyer or 
a two-sided trifold brochure describing 
your EBT program. If your market also 
accepts WIC and Senior Farmers’ Market 
coupons, include that information. It 
is also useful to include the time and 
location of the market; a list of eligible 
products; how to find the redemption 
site or tent with the vouchers, tokens, or 
scrip; a description of how the program 
works at your market; and ways to access 
the market using public transportation, 
such as buses. Once you have developed 
this promotional piece, you may need 
to have it translated into an alternate 
language. Use a professional translator 
to be sure the translation is accurate. 

Next, you will distribute the brochure. 
Ask your local public health department, 
food pantries, food security groups, 
WIC office, senior centers, and schools 
to help disseminate information about 
your program. Take the time to develop 
a relationship with representatives from 
these agencies or even an advisory 
group. Since these groups frequently 
work with your target audience, they 
may have constructive feedback about 
your program, promotional materials, or 
potential funding. 

SNAP-eligible food items
•	 fruits and vegetables

•	 meats, fish, and poultry

•	 cheeses, pasteurized milk, and other dairy products

•	 breads and cereals

•	 seeds and plants which produce food for the household to eat

Items NOT eligible for SNAP purchases
•	 soaps or lotions

•	 vitamins, herbal remedies, or medicines

•	 food that will be eaten at the market

•	 hot food or beverages

•	 beer, wine, cigarettes, or liquor

•	 items not intended for human consumption such as jack-o-lanterns, mini 
pumpkins, Indian corn, pet food, or raw milk
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In addition to connecting with orga-
nizations, consider locations where 
FoodShare participants might see an 
advertisement. Are there community 
newsletters, newspapers, or radio sta-
tions that could share your program or 
run a free public service announcement 
(PSA)? Some farmers’ market EBT pro-
grams have also found bus signs to be 
useful. These signs can be posted inside 
the bus or in the advertising section of 
bus shelters. Because these are PSAs, the 
space for these signs is usually free, but 
there is a charge for printing the adver-
tisement and installing it.

8 
Hire and train staff.

Size and redemption rates of the market 
and funding available will determine if 
you hire a staff person to run your EBT 
program. Some market managers are 
willing and able to assume the addi-
tional responsibilities of an EBT program, 
but most don’t have the time to spare. 
A staff person can fill a variety of roles, 
including staffing the EBT table or booth 
during market hours, logging transac-
tions, reimbursing vendors, training 
new program vendors, rule enforce-
ment, connecting with organizations, 
and program promotion. For a one-day 
market, running a program will take an 
average of 5–10 hours a week during 
the market season, depending on the 
volume of transactions and how actively 
the program is managed. Because of the 
complexity of the program and the need 
for consistency and accountability, utiliz-
ing a volunteer or group of volunteers in 
this role is usually not recommended.

A competent and organized staff person 
is essential to a successful EBT program. 
This person will be responsible for 
handling money, receipts, tokens, and 
scrip, and he or she may be responsible 
for reimbursing vendors. Since the staff 
person is seldom the person who has 
his or her SSN on the application, it is 
important to protect yourself against 
any fraudulent activity in the program. 
Accuracy is also important. This person 
must accurately account for tokens and 
reimbursements and reconcile those 
numbers with your statements. Finally, 
the EBT staff person needs to work well 
with people. This individual must be able 
to explain your EBT program and help 
FoodShare participants feel welcome at 
the market.

Incentives 
In addition to setting up and promot-
ing your program, you can offer incen-
tives—such as cooking demonstrations, 
recipes, and benefit bonus and matching 
programs—to increase the amount of 
benefits redeemed and the number of 
FoodShare participants shopping at your 
market. You may need to seek supple-
mental funding or partnering organiza-
tions to offer these programs, but many 
will benefit non-FoodShare participants 
as well.

Cooking demonstrations
People cook a lot less than in the past. 
Instead, they heat up processed meals, 
such as frozen pizza or premade meals. 
Today, the average person spends 27 
minutes per day on food preparation, 
which is less than half the time the 
average person spent preparing meals 
in 1963.3 In some cases, people never 
learn to cook at all. Farmers’ markets are 
a great place to discover the art of cook-
ing. All of your customers will benefit 
from learning healthy ways to cook the 
foods available at your market. Offering 
samples of the recipes definitely helps. 
The best part is that the ingredients are 
right there. Cooking demonstrations will 
also help vendors make sales. Even cook-
ing veterans will welcome the opportu-
nity to try something new.

3Michael Pollan, “Out of the Kitchen, Onto the Couch,” New York Times, August 2, 2009, 3.
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Recipes
Not everyone is familiar with the food 
products sold at your farmers’ market. 
Broccoli or raspberries may be familiar 
to you, but many people have limited 
experience with fresh produce, meats, or 
other products. Recipes can encourage 
people who have never cooked or eaten 
these foods to try them. Simple recipes 
with few basic ingredients are best. 
Markets can feature a recipe of the week 
highlighting a product abundant at the 
market or create and hand out a small 
recipe book featuring ingredients that 
can be found throughout the year.

Benefit bonus and  
matching programs
People unfamiliar with farmers’ markets 
may believe that they are more expen-
sive than a grocery store. Overcoming 
this perception can be difficult. Some 
farmers’ markets use incentive programs 
to increase their number of FoodShare 
customers. These programs either give 
bonus dollars to EBT customers or match 
their transaction dollar-for-dollar. Bonus 
or match programs can suit the goals 
and resources of the market. Incentives 
can be offered on one day during the 
season or last the duration of the market 
year. You may wish to give one bonus 
dollar for every $10 spent or double the 
value of the EBT benefits redeemed. The 
ultimate goal of this type of program is 
to gain new long-term FoodShare cus-
tomers. Keeping records on the number 
of customers and the value of their 
transactions, both the FoodShare and 
the matching program dollars, is vital to 
measuring the success of the program. 
To run this type of program at your 
market, you must request permission 
from the local FNS field office at:  
 8030 Excelsior Drive, Suite 300 
 Madison, WI 53717-1950 
 phone: 888-258-5516

Creating a  
sustainability plan
Starting an EBT program can be a lot of 
work, but it is also important to consider 
how to maintain your program into the 
future. Grants may cover some of the ini-
tial program startup costs, but covering 
the long-term program costs requires 
planning. Some options to cover pro-
gram costs and promotion are outside 
funding, fundraising, and vendor fees. 

Outside funding
Many organizations are interested in 
promoting healthy eating, food secu-
rity, and local agricultural production; 
they may offset the costs of your EBT 
program or fund it entirely. Once you 
know your annual costs, it will be easier 
to determine how much is needed. 
Organizations or service groups in your 
community may also be interested in 
supporting all or part of your program. 
Customers, organizations working with 
FoodShare participants, and farmers’ 
market managers with existing programs 
can point you in the right direction.

Fundraising
Some markets are familiar with fund-
raising to support their markets. There 
are a variety of ways to raise money to 
support your EBT program. Consider 
holding a fundraising event, such as a 
local foods dinner, silent auction, or raffle 
to generate funds. If your market also 
accepts credit and debit cards, additional 
fees can be added to generate revenue. 
Instead of charging a customer $0.40 to 
cover transaction fees, you may decide 
to charge $0.50 or $0.75. 

Vendor fees
Some markets use vendor stall fees or 
require vendors to pay an additional fee 
to accept EBT. This can limit the variety 
of food items available to FoodShare 
participants, but it may be necessary to 
fund the program. Vendors’ fees vary by 
market. The fee a market can expect is 
determined by the success of the pro-
gram. A vendor may be willing to pay a 
$25 vendor fee if he or she can expect to 
gain a few hundred dollars in sales; how-
ever, if a vendor will only increase sales 
by $30 or $40 dollars, it may be difficult 
to get participation. Vendor fees alone 
rarely can support an EBT program. 
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Conclusion
Well-run EBT programs are a benefit 
for FoodShare participants, vendors, 
customers, and the community. Take the 
time to evaluate the support and capac-
ity for an EBT program at your market. 
If you aren’t currently able to offer this 
service but would like to, connect with 
your supporters, vendors, and other 
organizations that might help you. You 
may also find an outside organization 
that will run the program and the market 
for you. EBT programs are not a fit for all 
farmers’ markets in Wisconsin, but if it is 
a fit for your market, take some time and 
plan to do it well.
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