
Food Safety Standards
There are no reported differences in the rate of 

foodborne illness from food grown on small versus big farms. 
In fact, locally grown produce can be a safer option than food 
shipped from far away. During the major spinach recall in 
2006, a senior FDA official advised that “the risk is 
significantly reduced if you know the farmer and know his 
farm” as the bacteria making people sick was suspected to be 
from a large commercial farm on the West Coast. 

 

Ways to ensure food safety: 
	
	 In addition to educating food preparing staff about safe 
handling practices for food preparation, schools and other 
institutions can verify the safe growing practices of farms in a 
number of ways:

1. Iowa Extension Checklist:

This checklist provides a comprehensive list of factors that 
indicate whether or not food has been grown safely on a small 
farm. By reviewing this checklist with the farmer and having 
his/her signature on the document promising that all of the 
statements are true, schools and other institutions can show 
that they have practiced reasonable care in determining that 
the farmer is using safe growing practices. This method is also 
cheaper for small farmers. 

2. Good Agricultural Practices/Good Handling 
Practices:

The USDA’s GAP/GHP food quality certification program 
audits focus on the best agricultural practices to verify that 
fruits and vegetables are treated in a manner that minimizes 
risks of microbial food safety hazards. While GAP/GHP 
certification is a good way to verify that farmers are following 
generally recognized industry best practices to reduce the risk 
of contamination, there are no regulations that require 
individual schools or school districts (or other institutions, like 
colleges, hospitals, and state prisons) to only purchase from 
GAP/GHP certified farmers. GAP/GHP is also expensive and 
thus may not be a viable option for many small farmers. 

3. Visiting the farm to observe growing practices: 

Either alone or with the assistance of a county extension 
agent, visit the farm to observe firsthand their growing 
practices. Hearing from the farmer why the food is being 
grown a certain way can help foster more understanding, 
collaboration, and trust. This option can be combined with any 
of the certifications above.

4. Alternative safety certification to be developed by 
Mississippi state agencies:

Some other states have recognized that GAP/GHP 
certification is unrealistic for many low-resource small farmers 
and have developed alternative certification systems tailored 
to small and medium-sized farms. Mississippi state agencies 
could possibly develop a similar program if people express 
interest.
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Buying more locally grown foods does not 
necessarily mean you have to worry about increased 
liability risks. There are no federal or state requirements 
for liability insurance for farmers selling to schools, or 
other institutions. In Mississippi, as in most states, it is the 
school or other institution’s choice whether to require 
liability insurance from farmers selling produce to their 
institution. In states such as Washington, Oregon, and 
Massachusetts that have successful Farm to School 
programs, many schools choose not to require that 
farmers have such insurance. 

Product liability insurance will generally cover 
medical and legal expenses resulting from foodborne 
illnesses linked to food grown on a farm. Such insurance 
can be expensive for a small or medium-sized farmer to 
obtain, with coverage requirements generally ranging 
from $1 million to $5 million a year. There is generally a 
lack of affordable options for farmers to attain liability 
insurance. As most small and medium-sized farmers are 
already working on very narrow profit margins, 
requiring liability insurance for local farmers could, in 

effect, exclude them from Farm to School (or other Farm 
to Institution) programs. 

If your institution’s insurance package already 
covers the costs associated with a child or consumer 
getting sick from school meals, requiring additional 
coverage from a local farmer is not necessary, 
especially if you will be starting out making infrequent, 
small purchases from the farmer. As your orders become 
more frequent and you develop a relationship with a 
farmer, you can consider whether to require that the 
farmer purchase insurance in order to sell to you at this 
increased level. At this point you will be purchasing 
more of their produce, so the insurance will be more 
desirable to you, and they will have a more stable 
source of revenue, meaning that purchasing the 
insurance would be more affordable for them.

*For schools: Since school districts may differ, you 
should consult your school district’s procurement 
requirements to see if liability insurance is required. 
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