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Collectively, food policies impact various aspects of our lives, including the well-being of 
people and planet. Food policy consists of the local, state, and federal laws and regulations 
that impact every sector of the food system and includes any government decision-making 
that addresses food system issues. Food policy councils and others working on food system 
change can use the influence and resources of governmental authority to address complex 
food system challenges through food laws, regulations, and other types of food policies. 
Given the breadth of the food system, public policy addressing food system challenges can 
also affect adjacent areas of social, environmental and health concerns. These issues impact 
and are impacted by the food system– fair wages, housing, the economy, land use, and 
environmental justice laws can address and be addressed through food policy.

What is Public Policy?
Government at all levels has a distinct role in shaping and upholding societal norms; 
safeguarding public health and safety; ensuring equitable access to opportunities and 
resources; and affecting systemic change. They do this through the field of “public policy”—
which encompasses the sphere of governmental decision-making that leads to the creation 
of and updates to laws, rules and regulations, and various other types of requirements, 
allowances, and commitments that affect their constituencies.1  

These decisions are often memorialized in the form of written instruments, such as treaties, 
charters, legislative acts, resolutions, administrative rules, and executive orders. Each of 
these instruments can also be described as an individual “public policy.” A decision to repeal, 
amend, or change parts of these instruments can also be described as a public policy. In 
addition, sometimes a less formal governmental decision, including a decision to follow a 
programmatic practice, internal guideline, or operational procedure, may also be described as 
a public policy when it has public impact.2 

In the U.S., public policy is often viewed as the domain of the executive/administrative 

What is Food Policy?
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Food Policy in the Context of Public Policy
As a subset of the broader field of public policy, food policy relates to all the various public 
policy decisions—or food policies—that directly shape our food system, including the ways 
food is produced, processed/manufactured, distributed, marketed, consumed, and disposed 
of. Food policies can incentivize, fund, 
direct, require, or otherwise influence 
various aspects of the food system. For 
example, food policy can address the 
supply of certain foods, nutrition 
standards, labor standards for food 
system workers, economic 
opportunities related to food 
businesses, commodity and consumer 
food prices, treatment of farm-raised 
animals, sustainable agricultural 
practices, and other environmental and 
land use considerations.4

In its broadest sense, the term “food 
policy” is sometimes used to describe 
decisions, practices, and initiatives 
undertaken by non-governmental 
actors, including non-profit 
organizations, corporations, and 
community groups that impact our food 
system.5  However, for purposes of this 
project—and in line with framing often 
used in public health, public policy, and 
legal spaces6 —we use the term more 
specifically in the context of laws and 
other formal government policies. In 
the United States, this includes action 
at local, state, and federal government 
levels, as well as international policy. 

and legislative branches of government. The courts (judicial branch) also have a role in 
interpreting the public policy decisions of the other two branches of government and in 
deciding whether those policy decisions are legally permissible. They do this by issuing legal 
opinions which, when published as binding case law, have legal effect. The judicial branch can 
also make policy decisions, including rules that guide the conduct of judges and of parties to 
legal matters.  In turn, these rules may impact how contested public policy issues are decided 
by the courts.3 

Definitions
The terms “public policy” and “food policy” 
have meanings both as collective areas of 
government decision making, and as singular 
government actions that result from that process. 

Public policy:
noun

1) The process or sphere of government 
decision making that encompasses the 
development, changing, and repeal of laws; 
other rules, commitments, and formalized 
practices; and procedures.
2) An individual government decision, 
often memorialized as a written law or other 
instrument such as a regulation, treaty, 
administrative order, etc., and amendments to 
and repeals thereof. 

Food policy: 
noun

1) An area of public policy that 
encompasses government decision-making 
that influences how food is produced, 
manufactured, distributed, marketed, and 
disposed of.
2) An individual law or other public policy, 
often memorialized in a written instrument, 
that directly influences how food is produced, 
manufactured, distributed, marketed, and 
disposed of. 



Food Policy in the U.S.
Food policy varies in scope and area of focus. It can encompass major federal legislative 
acts that become national law, such as the Healthy Hunger-Free Kids Act7 and the Farm Bill. 
Food policy can also encompass regulations established by federal agencies, departments, 
and other offices like the Food and Drug Administration, the Department of Agriculture, the 
Federal Trade Commission, and the Environmental Protection Agency, among others. These 
bodies enact regulatory rules to fulfill their legislative responsibilities and mandates and are 
often influenced by the priorities set by the President of the United States. Executive branch 
or administrative rules and regulations cover a wide range of matters, addressing things such 
as food safety, labeling, pesticide approval, and standards for executing federal nutrition 
programs like the National School Lunch Program and the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 
Program.8  Federal agency action can also lead to the development of standards that influence 
programmatic and other regulations. One example is the Dietary Guidelines for Americans, 
which is a joint undertaking of the U.S. Departments of Agriculture (USDA) and Health and 
Human Services (HHS) that influences many federal and state programs in the U.S.9 

Like federal agencies, state agencies also develop rules and regulations to fulfill state-
level mandates assigned by their state legislatures or pursuant to agreements with federal 
agencies.10  In addition, other types of state-level food policy includes, for example, legislatively 
created laws that encourage specific forms of agricultural land use through tax incentives or 
alternative strategies,11 expand access to free school meals,12 or provide support for fresh-food 
retailers in priority areas that offer culturally appropriate foods.13  State action can also include 
administrative orders, including emergency orders related to the food supply.14 

Various types of food policy can also be found at the local government level, which includes 
entities like school boards and county, city, and town government. Such policies can include 
measures that set criteria for meals and snacks in childcare settings,15 limit food options 
displayed at grocery store checkout lanes to healthy choices,16 protect food prices in emergency 
scenarios,17 make city land available for community gardens,18 establish nutrition standards 
for food sold in school vending machines,19 and more. These are just a few examples of 
the many types of federal, state, and local food policies in the U.S. Within this expansive 
landscape, there are opportunities to create new policy strategies and adapt existing policies to 
address evolving stakeholder priorities and needs. 
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What Is the Farm Bill?
Approximately every five years since the 1930s, the U.S. Congress has enacted a large piece 
of legislation known as the “farm bill.”20  The most recent farm bill became law when it was 
enacted as the Agricultural Improvement Act of 2018 (“the 2018 Act”) in December 2018. It 
expired on September 30, 2023, and Congress authorized a one-year extension on November 19, 
2023.21  

Farm bill legislation began during the Great Depression and Dust Bowl as a market 
stabilization measure—originally focusing on farm commodity programs to support specific 
staple commodities like corn and wheat. While the farm bill still supports commodity 
crop price stabilization, the reach and range of farm bills has grown to encompass a wide 
variety of measures that are thematically arranged in various “titles” of the law.22  The 2018 
Act contains 12 titles: Commodities (I), Conservation (II), Trade (III), Nutrition (IV), Credit 
(V), Rural Development (VI), Research, Extension, and Related Matters (VII), Forestry (IX), 
Horticulture (X) Crop Insurance (XI), and Miscellaneous (XII).23  

The Congressional Budget Office (CBO) produces cost estimates for farm bills.24 When the 2018 
Act was passed, the CBO estimated that the total five-year cost to the federal government for 
the programs the Act authorized would be $428 billion.25 Ninety-nine percent of that projected 
cost was attributed to programs in just four titles: Nutrition, Crop Insurance, Commodities, 
and Conservation, with 76% of that going to nutrition including the Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance Program (SNAP),26 previously known as the Food Stamp Program.27 The CBO 
attributed another 23% of the estimated cost to federal crop insurance and commodity support 
(16%) and conservation programs (7%)—with the remaining 1% spread across other programs. 
28 Though the exact allocations 
vary with each farm bill, this 
breakdown of programs, with 
approximately three-quarters of 
funding dedicated to SNAP, has 
become typical in the past 
several years.29 

The farm bill implements 
federal policy by enacting, 
repealing, and updating laws 
governing federal programs and 
authorizing federal funding for 
them.30  Most of the programs 
are within the oversight and 
spending authority of the United 
States Department of 
Agriculture (USDA).31 

https://www.congress.gov/bill/115th-congress/house-bill/2


CENTER FOR AGRICULTURE AND FOOD SYS TEMS |  5

Local-Level Impacts of the Farm Bill
While the farm bill is passed through federal legislation and executes federal policy, as 
described above, the farm bill can also have local-level impact. This includes, but is not 
limited to:

1.	 Providing outreach, education, and technical assistance 
The farm bill supports important nutrition education programs and other technical 
assistance and educational resources through Agricultural Extension Programs, the 
USDA’s Farm Service Agency, the National Institute for Food and Agriculture, programs 
at land grant colleges, and others. Extension Programs operate in nearly every county 
across the United States and have the potential to be a partner in local healthy food 
initiatives.32 For example, Purdue Extension (Indiana’s Extension office) provides a 
variety of resources and programs to engage agricultural producers, consumers, youth, 
and communities.33

Some examples of outreach, education, and technical assistance provisions in the 
2018 Act that could support local-level food access and food system work includes the 
provisions related to food safety education initiatives (§10106); farming opportunity 
training and outreach (§12301); a new office of urban agriculture (§12302); and outreach 
and technical assistance for beginning farmers and ranchers (§12304).34 

2.	 Funding and financing community-based initiatives
The farm bill supports many financing and funding opportunities that can improve 
community food access or other food system goals. Some funding initiatives may have 
limited or less obvious impacts on local policy. This includes programs that do not fund 
local policy research, planning or policy development work or grant funding that is 
unavailable to county, city, or other municipal government. 

However, local government may use local policy to enhance or promote a farm bill 
program or use farm bill program eligibility requirements or other provisions for 
inclusion or exclusion criteria for local policy, as discussed more fully below.35  Funding 
programs that can support community-level healthy food access and other food systems 
goals include:36 

•	 Seniors Farmers’ Market Nutrition Program (§ 4201*): This program funds 
initiatives that provide seniors with low incomes access to locally grown fruits, 
vegetables, honey and herbs; increase consumption of agricultural commodities 
through farmers markets and similar venues; or aid in the development of those 
types of venues.37  

	• Healthy Food Financing Initiative (§ 4204*): This program funds food retail and 
food system enterprises that seek to improve access to healthy food in underserved 
areas.38  	

	• Micro-Grants for Food Security Program (§ 4206*): This program funds specified 
agricultural activities through grants to certain states and territories which can be 
distributed through subgrants to eligible individuals, non-profits, federally-funded 
educational facilities, and job training programs.39  
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	• USDA Microloan Program (§ 5202*): This program allows the Secretary of 
Agriculture to insure loans to farmers and ranchers and to farm cooperatives 
and other legal entities engaged primarily and directly in domestic farming or 
ranching, with a focus of “the financing needs of small, beginning farmer, niche 
and non-traditional farm operations, such as truck farms, farms participating 
in direct marketing and sales such as farmers markets, CSA’s (Community 
Supported Agriculture), restaurants and grocery stores, or those using hydroponic, 
aquaponic, organic and vertical growing methods.”40  

	• Rural Cooperative Development Grant Program (§ 6412*): This program aims 
to improve “the economic condition of rural areas by helping individuals and 
businesses start, expand or improve rural cooperatives and other mutually owned 
businesses through Cooperative Development Centers.”41 

	• Rural Microentrepreneur Assistance Program (§ 6422*): This program provides 
loans and grants to nonprofits, Federally-recognized Tribes, and institutions of 
higher education to help microenterprise startup and growth; and to provide 
related training and technical assistance.42 

	• Urban, Indoor, and Other Emerging Agricultural Production Research, 
Education, and Extension Initiative (§ 7212*): This “competitive grant program 
implemented in 2022 [ ] support[s] research, education, and extension activities 
that facilitate development of urban, indoor, and other emerging agricultural 
production systems.”43  

	• Specialty Crop Block Grant Program (§ 10107*): This program provides funding 
to support farmers growing specialty crops, including fruits, vegetables, tree nuts, 
and nursery crops. Eligible program recipients include the agency, commission, or 
department responsible for agriculture in the 50 states, the District of Columbia, 
the Commonwealth of Puerto Rico, Guam, American Samoa, and the Common-
wealth of the Northern Mariana Islands.44 

	• Federal Crop Insurance for Underserved Producers (§ 11108*): This section 
amends the Federal Crop Insurance Act to provide additional assistance to certain 
underserved groups in obtaining federal crop insurance.45 

	• Farming Opportunities Training and Outreach Program (§ 12301*). This 
program was established in 2018 to fund grants to “encourage and assist socially 
disadvantaged and veteran farmers and ranchers and beginning farmers and 
ranchers in the ownership and operation of farms and ranches through education 
and training.” It includes and expands the previously existing Beginning Farmer 
and Rancher Development Grant Program and the Outreach and Assistance to 
Socially Disadvantaged Farmers and Ranchers.46 

*Denotes relevant section of the 2018 Farm Bill.
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3.	 Bolstering local economies through federal spending 
In addition to supporting community-based initiatives, the farm bill can also support 
local economies through its overall expenditure of federal funds. For example, SNAP’s 
economic benefits extend beyond program participants by creating hundreds of 
thousands of jobs, including in agriculture and other sectors.47 For example, in 2017, $65 
billion in distributed SNAP benefits had a $114 billion economic impact.48   	

4.	 Influencing local government food policy initiatives and decisions
Farm-bill authorized and funded programs can also affect local government 
policymaking options and opportunities as described below:

	• Farm-bill authorized programs can prompt local policymaking by affecting 
county administrative costs in some states. This can mandate funding decisions 
that affect farm-bill program implementation in those counties. For example, 
while the federal government covers the full cost of SNAP benefits, the USDA and 
the States share the costs of SNAP program administration, and the states are 
responsible for operating the program.49  Ten states directly delegate aspects of 
SNAP administration to counties: California, Colorado, Minnesota, New Jersey, New 
York, North Carolina, North Dakota, Ohio, Virginia, and Wisconsin.50  In turn, the 
counties in those states often contribute significant  local funds to cover program 
costs.51   

	• Farm-bill authorized programs can also create opportunities for local operating 
policies and procedures by allowing local-level administrative and operating 
flexibilities. This gives local advocates the opportunity to engage with program 
administrators to ensure these flexibilities support community healthy food access 
and other goals. 

For example, with SNAP there are several flexibilities that counties with delegated 
authority may have with respect to program operation.52 These flexibilities include, 
but are not limited to, variations in the amount of time households are certified 
for benefits,53 a choice of method for calculating self-employment income,54  and 
the option to allow program participants to apply or reapply for benefits online.55 
County-level administrative flexibility may be subject to both federal and state 
requirements.56

Another example is electronic point-of-sale flexibility for SNAP redemption at 
farmers markets. Section 4006 (a) of the 2018 Act allows farmers markets and 
certain other farm sale venues to operate electronic benefit transfer point-of-sale 
devices at multiple locations under the same supplemental nutrition assistance 
program authorization. This would allow county, city, and other municipally 
operated farmers markets to minimize paperwork and equipment needed to accept 
SNAP benefits electronically.57 

	• The farm bill can also impact local policy by establishing eligibility criteria 
for farm bill programs that may, in turn, be used for eligibility criteria for local 
government programs or incentives or for exemptions to local requirements. 
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For example, Birmingham, Alabama, passed an ordinance to set up a “Healthy 
Food Incentive Program” to provide debit cards or vouchers to purchase approved 
foods from participating food stores. The ordinance provides that qualified 
program applicants include individuals enrolled in SNAP.58 

Meanwhile, Fort Collins, Colorado, enacted a law that generally prohibits “large 
grocers” from providing customers with disposable plastic bags and requires them 
to charge customers a fee for disposable paper bags. Notwithstanding the general 
provisions, the law allows grocers to provide a disposable paper bag to a customer 
at no charge if the customer presents certain documentation approved by the City 
Manager that reflect participation in a federal aid program or “other indicia of 
need” at the time of purchase.59 

	• In addition, farm bill programs can lead to local government policymaking by 
creating opportunities that local governments can support or supplement 
through additional policies. For example, Prince George’s County, Maryland, Code 
section 12-116 through 12-121, set up a program called “SNAP to Health,” to provide 
technical assistance to: a) help farmers markets acquire technology necessary 
to accept and process benefits under the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 
Program (SNAP); and b) train farmers market managers to manage the reporting 
requirements and responsibilities associated with managing a system that accepts 
and processes SNAP benefits.60 

	• Farm bill provisions can also support or influence local government initiatives 
by providing financing or funding that supports local government initiatives, 
including through a number of programs that authorize grants, microloans, and 
business and industry loans related to and nutrition assistance, urban agriculture, 
and rural development, among others.61 These financing and funding programs 
may directly impact local policy decisions and options by funding localities 
directly or other organizations to do work that may provide research or other 
context for policy decisions. Examples are included in the table below.



TABLE 1: Example Provisions in the Agricultural Improvement Act of 2018 
with Local Policy Implications62 

Title Provision 
Description

Relevant
2018 Act
Section

Relevant Program or 
Funding 

Description

Local Policy
Implication

Conservation Conservation 
Innovation 
Grants and 
Payments

§ 2307 Funds competitive 
grants for natural 
resource conservation 
innovation, including 
grants to partner with 
farmers to develop 
innovative practices for 
“urban, indoor, or other 
emerging agricultural 
operations.”63 

Parties eligible to receive 
grants include governmental 
organizations such as local 
governments.64 

Nutrition Community 
Food Projects

§ 4017 Provides one-time fund-
ing to certain private 
non-profit entities for 
local food system 
projects, including to 
meet specific state, 
local, or neighborhood 
food and agricultural 
needs.65 

May be used to support 
initiatives that identify local 
food policy options and 
opportunities.

For instance, the USDA 
awarded a 2022 Community 
Food Project grant to support 
regional food coalition 
planning efforts in 
Chattanooga, Tennessee. The 
stated purpose of the proposed 
project included “collecting 
baseline data on the current 
food system and aggregating a 
local food coalition 
emboldened to develop 
innovative solutions” which 
could “be used to advocate to 
policymakers.66 

Gus Schum-
acher Nutri-
tion Incentive 
Program 

(Formerly 
known as the 
Food Insecu-
rity Nutrition 
Incentive (FINI) 
Program)67 

§ 4205 Funds incentives for 
Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance Program fruit 
and vegetable purchases 
and produce 
prescription programs.68 

Funding may be used for 
local government initiatives; 
eligible entities include 
governmental agencies. An 
eligible entity that receives a 
grant under the program may 
also partner with or make 
subgrants to various entities 
including local government 
agencies.69  
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Title Provision 
Description

Relevant
2018 Act
Section

Relevant Program or 
Funding 

Description

Local Policy
Implication

Rural 
Development

Rural Busi-
ness Develop-
ment Grants

§ 6411 Funds technical 
assistance and training 
for small rural 
businesses.70 

Eligible entities that can 
receive this funding include 
governmental entities like 
towns.71 

Horticulture Local Agricul-
ture Market 
Program 
(LAMP)

§10102 Created by the 2018 Act. 
It combines and expands 
the previously existing 
Farmers Market and 
Local Food Promotion 
Program and the 
Value-Added 
Agricultural Product 
Market Development 
Grants. It provides $50 
million annually in 
mandatory funds and 
reserves 10% of grant 
funding for beginning 
farmers and ranchers 
and historically 
underserved 
producers.72  

Funding opportunities 
within the umbrella 
program include: the 
Farmers Market 
Promotion Program 
(FMPP) the Local Food 
Promotion Program 
(LFPP), the Regional 
Food System 
Partnerships Program 
(RRFSP), and Value-
Added Producer 
Grants.73 

FMPP, LFPP, and RRFSP grants 
can be made to entities 
including food policy councils 
and local governments.74 
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Title Provision 
Description

Relevant
2018 Act
Section

Relevant Program or 
Funding 

Description

Local Policy
Implication

Miscella-
neous

Office of 
Urban 
Agriculture 
and 
Innovative 
Production, 
and Urban 
Agriculture 
and 
Innovative 
Production 
Advisory 
Committee 

§ 12302 The Office of Urban
Agriculture and 
Innovative Production 
was established to 
encourage and promote 
urban, indoor, and other 
emerging agricultural 
practices.

The Urban
Agriculture and Inno-
vative Production Ad-
visory Committee was 
established to advise the 
Secretary of Agriculture 
on “the development of 
policies and outreach 
relating to urban, 
indoor, and other 
emerging agricultural 
production practices.”75

The work of the Advisory 
Committee is still forming but 
could  develop 
recommendations for how the 
USDA can support local policy 
action by providing education 
on local government policy 
options to support urban, 
indoor, and other emerging 
agricultural production 
practices; or encouraging 
removal local government 
policy barriers to those 
practices.76 
 
Advocates and local policy-
makers can follow and 
potentially influence the work 
of the committee by reviewing 
meeting agendas, attending 
public meetings, and 
submitting public comments.77  

Additional Farm Bill Resources:
•	 Farm Bill Law Enterprise
•	 National Sustainable Agriculture Coalition
•	 Food Research & Action Center (FRAC)
•	 2018 Farm Bill Primer: Support for Local Food Systems
•	 2018 Farm Bill Primer: Support for Urban Agriculture
•	 2018 Farm Bill Primer: Beginning Farmers and Ranchers
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