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New Yorkers need access to healthy affordable food now 

more than ever.  It was recently reported by the Food 

Research and Action Center (FRAC) that more than half 

of NYC’s Congressional Districts face severe food hard-

ships (Gallup organization), meaning households lack the 

money they need to buy food that their families need.  

The South Bronx faces the greatest challenge; with nearly 

37 percent of residents answering they lacked money to 

buy sufficient food. Food dollars in under-resourced areas 

are likely spent at discount and convenience stores whose 

line of food products is limited, of little nutritional value, 

and generally more expensive than the same products 

sold at supermarkets or farmers markets. This results in 

more time and money being budgeted for grocery shop-

ping, and more troubling, in reduced community and 

family wellness. 

According to the Food Trust, this overwhelming lack of 

access to fresh food has resulted in an epidemic of nu-

trition-related illnesses, including obesity, diabetes, and 

heart disease, in these very same neighborhoods. “Diets 

that rely on food from bodegas and corner stores are often 

higher in foods that contribute to diet-related disease.”  

The availability of fresh, healthy food to lower-income 

people must be increased through all possible food out-

lets, and that includes farmers markets. 

To that end, the GrowNYC Greenmarket program oper-

ates fifty-one (51) farmers markets in the five boroughs 

of New York City and has been providing healthy, fresh 

produce to New York City communities for over 30 

years. Our markets are as diverse as the city in which 

they are located, and as such, many are sited in the 

under-resourced communities in the Congressional Dis-

tricts mentioned like Corona, Sunset Park, and the South 

Bronx. With nearly 22% of the New York City popula-

tion (nearly double the national rate of 13%) living below 

the federal poverty line, expanding EBT access to exist-

ing and new Greenmarkets is essential to improving the 

health of low income households.

As part of GrowNYC’s health and nutrition initiatives, 

beginning in 2005 Greenmarket implemented one of the 

most aggressive food stamp promotion programs for 

farmers markets in the country. The goal: make healthy 

food more accessible and affordable to low-income 

neighborhoods in New York while increasing sales for lo-

cal farmers by creating a mechanism where residents can 

use their food stamps at our farmers’ markets. 

Food Stamp program enrollment in New York City has 

skyrocketed. The New York City Human Resource Ad-

ministration (HRA) reports that as of April 2010 1.7 mil-

lion New Yorkers were enrolled in the food stamp pro-

gram compared to 1.5 million in April 2009 and 1 million 

in April 2005.  Now more than ever is the time to provide 

all New Yorkers with access to the fresh, high-quality 

food sold at farmers markets and to also offer this enor-

mous revenue opportunity to farmers selling at markets 

throughout New York City.  

Moreover, according to the 

US Department of Agricul-

ture, each food stamp dollar 

spent generates $1.84 in eco-

nomic activity. As such, food 

stamp usage at farmers mar-

kets plays a significant role in 

strengthening our local and 

regional economies. 

Thanks to continued fund-

ing from Speaker Christine 

Quinn and the New York City 

Council, as well as additional 

support from The Farmers 

Market Federation of NY and 

the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA), GrowNYC/

Greenmarket has established a national model for operat-

ing EBT at farmers markets and greatly expanded food 

access in New York City.  In just five years, we have gone 

from accepting EBT at 3 markets in 2005, to 23 in 2009! 

In that time, EBT sales have increased 25,000% to over 

$250,000 annually, and in some markets, daily EBT sales 

have topped $4,000. This tremendous increase demon-

strates just how great a need and desire exists for fresh, 

healthy food.  Additionally, EBT has become a critical 

supplement to farmers who depend on these markets 

for survival, with some participating farmers reporting 

that EBT sales comprise between 25-50% of their total 

income. Along with GrowNYC/Greenmarket’s nutri-

tion and wellness initiatives, the Federal Farmers Market 

Nutrition Program (FMNP) and WIC Vegetable and Fruit 

Checks, as well as the NYC Department of Health and 

Mental Hygiene’s (NYC DOHMH) Health Buck Program, 

are the cornerstone of ensuring that all New Yorkers have 

access to nutritious and fresh products grown on family 

farms in the New York region.

EXECUTIVE	SUMMARY

Greenmarkets accepted 
EBT in 2009 

over 

EBT sales in 2009

Some farmers report  
that EBT sales  

comprise between 

of their total income

The goal: make healthy food more  
accessible and affordable to low- 
income neighborhoods in New York
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While GrowNYC/Greenmarket’s food stamp initiative 

has proven to be a huge success —through expanded ac-

cess, increased sales, and growing satisfaction from both 

farmers and customers—this was not always the case. In 

2001, Congress mandated that food stamps be converted 

from paper coupons to Electronic Benefit Transfer (EBT) 

cards. While the new electronic debit-style EBT card was 

a step forward in increasing program efficiency, reducing 

fraud and decreasing stigma for using food stamps, the 

point of sale devices needed to accept the EBT cards re-

quired electricity and a phone line not commonly found 

on the sidewalks and parks where farmers markets take 

place. Markets that once redeemed thousands of dollars 

in food stamps became limited to cash and FMNP sales—

reducing access to fresh produce and preventing farmers 

from accessing the billions of dollars of federal EBT mon-

ey that flows into the city. Thus, even when we opened 

farmers markets in neighborhoods where 50% of the 

community received EBT benefits and families were des-

perate for fresh foods, this digital divide prevented EBT 

clients from being able to use their food stamp benefits. 

2001-2005:	ESTABLISHING	THE	NEED
To address this problem, the Farmers’ Market Federa-

tion of NY, the NY State Office of Temporary & Dis-

abled Assistance, and the New York State Department 

of Agriculture & Markets (NYSDOAM) piloted a number 

of programs utilizing battery-operated, wireless point-

of-sale terminals at farmers markets. These machines 

allow customers to shop with EBT at farmers’ markets, 

and when available and successfully implemented, they 

offer a single solution to a two-fold problem; increasing 

access to fresh, local foods, while funneling a major rev-

enue stream to local farms. Prior to 2005, these programs 

emphasized distributing individual terminals directly to 

farmers. However, due to underperforming technology, 

and very limited publicity and promotion, few farmers 

wanted to participate and few dollars were spent on food 

items. For example, although representing a 40% increase 

from 2003, in 2004 only fifty-five (55) farmers in all of 

New York State made EBT sales totaling $35,200. 

of Greenmarket shoppers 
reported there were  

fewer than 3 other food  
retailers in their  

community



	 GrowNYC 2009 EBT Summary Report	 4

GrowNYC/Greenmarket met  
our 2009 goals, demonstrating 
what can be accomplished  
with adequate funding, consistent  
programming, and extensive  
community outreach

THE	ROAD	TO	CONTINUED	GROWTH:		
EBT	OPERATIONS	FROM	2005–2009
In an effort to improve results, in 2005 GrowNYC, in 

partnership with the NYSDOAM, implemented a pilot 

utilizing the Central Terminal Market token model at 

three (3) Greenmarkets. With continued funding from 

Speaker Quinn and the New York City Council, Green-

market expanded the program to six additional markets 

in 2006 and saw sales increase from $1000 to $14,000. 

This growth convinced us that we were headed in the 

right direction despite the challenges associated with 

operating EBT at farmers markets— insufficient technol-

ogy, increased staffing costs, administrative burdens, and 

third-party processor difficulties and ineptitude. 

Since 2007 GrowNYC/Greenmarket has received contin-

ued funding from NY City Council as well as the USDA, 

at a level we found necessary to operate an effective EBT 

initiative. This includes: coordinating a large-scale out-

reach and advertising campaign; hiring an EBT Project 

Coordinator; purchasing and maintaining wireless termi-

nals; and providing back-end 

administrative and accounting 

services to our farmers and 

our markets. Building on the 

experience and achievements 

of previous years and solidify-

ing the strategic partnerships 

that are so crucial to adminis-

tering this project successfully, 

GrowNYC/Greenmarket met 

our 2009 goals, demonstrat-

ing what can be accomplished 

with adequate funding, consistent programming, and ex-

tensive community outreach. 
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Health Benefits of Providing Access

80 percent of EBT shoppers at Greenmarket report that 

there are less than 3 other food retailers in their commu-

nity. Moreover, 88 percent of EBT shoppers said that they 

purchase more fruits and vegetables during the farmers 

market season than other months of the year.  When 

asked why they shop at farmers markets 65 percent chose 

food variety as their top reason, and price was the second 

most frequently chosen response (39.5%).

Greenmarket EBT shoppers are spending their money 

primarily on those items most difficult to find in their 

neighborhoods—fruits and vegetables. Of the total 2009 

food stamp dollars spent at Greenmarkets 81% was spent 

on produce and fruit, 1% was spent on honey, 2% on 

eggs and Poultry, 3% dairy products, 6% on meats and 

7% on baked goods. 

Health Bucks and EBT

A key element to the ongoing success of GrowNYC/

Greenmarket’s food stamp initiatives is continued fund-

ing for the NYC DOHMH’s Health Buck program. Health 

Bucks are paper vouchers, worth $2 each, developed and 

distributed by NYC Health Department District Public 

Health Offices and which can be used to purchase fresh 

fruits and vegetables at participating farmers’ markets. 

For every $5 a customer spends using EBT, s/he receives 

1 or 2 $2 Health Buck coupons. This increase of (40%-

80%) in buying power stretches a food stamp budget 

and encourages shoppers to spend more of their monthly 

food stamp allotment on fresh produce from the market. 

This innovative program helps GrowNYC/Greenmar-

ket provide additional opportunities for residents to buy 

fresh and affordable produce while supporting regional 

farmers. In fact, 70% of customers surveyed by the NYC 

DOHMH said that the Health Buck incentive changed 

how much they decided to spend at the EBT market.

In 2009, Health Buck redemption at Greenmarket totaled 

over $93,000, a significant increase from $4,000 in 2007. 

In 2010, Health Bucks will be distributed at 20 Green-

markets, including for the first time ever, our markets in 

Staten Island and Queens.

of EBT shoppers purchase 
more fruits and  

vegetables during the 
farmers market season 

than other months

Spent in Health Bucks  
at Greenmarkets in 2009
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Food stamp program  
enrollment increased by 

persons between January 
2008 and August 2009

> The consistency and expertise that a full time EBT 

Project Coordinator provides cannot be understated.  

> The NYC Human Resource Administration mailing to 

EBT enrollees in three NYC DPOH catchment zones 

informing them of Health Bucks and EBT-eligible 

farmers markets had an immediate impact on EBT 

sales with 10% of customers surveyed reporting they 

found out about the program from the mailing.

> Health Bucks, Health Bucks, Health Bucks

> Strategic Partnerships

Reasons For Growth in 2009 EBT Sales

> 30% of EBT sales were made by first time users. Our 

expanded multi-lingual promotion, advertising and 

outreach campaign is working.

> Expansion of EBT to 23 markets,  

a 25% increase since 2008. 

> Huge increase in food stamp program enrollment,  

from January 2008 to August 2009 food stamp  

enrollment increased by 354,000 persons. (Human Re-

sources Administration)
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Outreach, advertising and education are enormously im-

portant factors in drawing shoppers using EBT to farm-

ers markets. The assumptions that Greenmarket is too 

expensive and uninviting for the average EBT recipient 

were just some of the barriers we attempted to overcome 

with our outreach campaign. Others included the stigma 

that farmers markets cater only to the wealthy; the time 

constraints of working EBT recipients who don’t have 

time to make it to our markets or time to cook the food 

available for purchase; lack of education about healthy 

diet choices; lack of cooking skills, especially with unfa-

miliar vegetables and fruits; and language barriers. 

We had three goals for our promotion and advertising 

campaign in 2009. The first was that every person walk-

ing through an EBT market would be aware that they 

could shop with their EBT cards. The second was that 

people with EBT cards who were already interested 

in healthy, local, fresh produce, but who didn’t know 

about our program, would learn about it and shop at our 

markets. Also a larger, over-arching goal was educating 

lower-income New York City residents about the myriad 

benefits of shopping at Greenmarket for taste and fresh-

ness, improved health, and the positive environmental 

and economic impacts they provide. 

In 2009, we expanded our com-

munity outreach and awareness 

efforts with an intensive, mul-

tilingual media outreach cam-

paign utilizing print, bus, and 

subway platform advertisements. 

We began with a newspaper ad 

campaign that ran in three differ-

ent papers from the end of June 

through October. This targeted 

campaign was aimed at both specific neighborhoods and 

the city overall. The newspapers included: Manhattan 

Times, Metro NY and El Diario. We also produced Eng-

lish and Spanish posters which were hung in 11 different 

subway stations, and posted  2500 interior bus cards. All 

were located in close proximity to our EBT markets and 

advertised that Greenmarkets now accept EBT cards.

REACHING	COMMUNITIES		
IN	NEED	WITH	PROMOTION		
AND	ADVERTISING

Our extensive community outreach, conducted on a year-

round basis, including when markets are not in opera-

tion, targets community groups, food stamp offices, soup 

kitchens, food pantries, local churches, city officials, com-

munity boards and numerous other community-based 

organizations serving local residents. In addition Green-

market continually sends fliers and gives presentations 

to neighborhood organizations/service providers and 

community groups to spread the word. Prominent multi-

lingual market signage is also critical in making customers 

aware that they can use their EBT cards at that market.

Another crucial piece to spreading the word about EBT 

and Health Bucks is the NYC Human Resource Admin-

istration’s mailing in late June informing all food stamp 

recipients that live in the Health 

Buck catchment zones that they 

can receive a  $2 Health Buck 

coupon for every $5 spent in 

food stamps at farmers markets. 

This mailing brought many new 

customers to the market and the 

increased discount encouraged 

customers to spend more of 

their food stamp dollars on fresh 

fruits and vegetables. In 2008 EBT sales increased 33% 

the week after the mailing. 

In 2009 Greenmarket partnered with the NYC DOHMH 

to survey food stamp and Health Bucks usage at our mar-

kets.  The results demonstrate that our outreach efforts 

are working: over 43% of shoppers reported that they 

had been using their food stamps at the markets for less 

than 3 years, 30% of which were in 2009 alone. 

In 2009, we expanded our  
community outreach and  
awareness efforts with an  
intensive, multilingual media  
outreach campaign

all food stamp recipients 
that live in the Health 
Buck catchment zones  
received a mailing that 

they can receive a 

Health Buck coupon for 
every $5 spent in food 

stamps at farmers markets. 

30% of shoppers using 
food stamps began using 
EBT cards at the markets 

in 2009
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THE	CORNERSTONE	OF	IMPROVING	NUTRITION:	
PARTNERSHIPS	AND	INCENTIVES
Stellar Farmers’ Markets

Greenmarket is partnering with the NYC DOHMH Stel-

lar Markets program at 7 Greenmarkets in 2010. This ini-

tiative promotes the benefits of a diet rich in fruits and 

vegetables and improves the capacity of New Yorkers to 

prepare healthy meals using 

locally grown, seasonal pro-

duce. Using the “Just Say Yes 

to Fruits and Vegetables” cur-

riculum, Stellar Farmers’ Mar-

ket nutritionists provide free, 

comprehensive nutrition edu-

cation workshops and cook-

ing demonstrations at select 

farmers markets throughout 

NYC. Workshops include topics such as healthy eating, 

food resource management, food safety, and tips on sav-

ing money when food shopping.

Mt. Sinai Hospital

Since2008 Greenmarket has partnered with Mt. Sinai 

Hospital to distribute Mt. Sinai Prescription for Healthy 

Living Coupons. These $2 coupons were distributed to 

encourage Mt. Sinai staff, patients and residents of near-

by Carver Housing to shop more frequently at the Mt. 

Sinai Greenmarket. 

Columbia Presbyterian Hospital 

Columbia Presbyterian Hospital’s Choosing Healthy Life-

styles and Active Living program (CHALK) and Green-

market are partnering to launch the Green Bucks Pro-

gram.  Green Bucks are $2 coupons customers can use to 

buy fresh and delicious produce at area Greenmarkets.  

Green Bucks are provided by various programs at New 

York-Presbyterian Hospital/Columbia University Medi-

cal Center. They have been created by CHALK’s goal is 

to increase availability, awareness and demand for fresh, 

local and healthy foods in Northern Manhattan for the 

neighboring community, and for hospital and university 

staff, students and patients. 

Cornell Cooperative Extension

Staff and volunteers from Cornell Cooperative Exten-

sion’s Farmers Market Nutrition Education Program 

perform cooking demonstrations at our markets using 

seasonal ingredients to encourage consumption of local-

ly-grown fruits and vegetables and promote proper use of 

FMNP checks. Their goals are to increase access to fresh 

fruits and vegetables, motivate participants to purchase 

and increase their consumption of these foods, and pro-

mote both New York State growers and the farmers mar-

kets where they sell their products. Cornell Cooperative 

Extension will be performing cooking demonstrations at 

four Greenmarkets in 2010.

Nutritionists provide free,  
comprehensive nutrition education 
workshops and cooking  
demonstrations at select farmers’ 
markets throughout NYC
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WIC and Senior $2 FMNP  
(Farmer’s Market Nutrition Program) 

The New York State Farmers’ Market Nutrition Program 

(FMNP) provides checks to low-income, nutritionally at-

risk families enrolled in the Special Supplemental Nutri-

tion Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) 

and Senior Nutrition Programs. The checks are redeem-

able for fresh fruits and vegetables at participating farm-

ers markets including all of our 51 Greenmarkets. In 2009, 

$2.563 million worth of FMNP checks were redeemed by 

Greenmarket producers. 

WIC Vegetable and Fruit Checks

This is a new opportunity offered at farmers markets 

with the refinement of the traditional WIC package. This 

Program provides a monthly allotment to WIC families to 

purchase fruits and vegetables at traditional retail outlets, 

as well as farmers markets. 

This represents an excellent opportunity for farmers  

to supplement their incomes, as in New York State  

alone there will be $33 million distributed annually com-

pared with the FMNP where redemptions are just under 

$4 million. For the first time ever GrowNYC offered EBT customers 

year-round access to Greenmarkets.  EBT was accepted 

at 9 Greenmarkets from January through May with win-

ter/spring EBT sales totaling nearly $22,000.  Addition-

ally, in partnership with the New York City DOHMH, 

GrowNYC/Greenmarket piloted a Spring Health Bucks 

program, where customers received 2 $2 Health Buck 

coupons to spend on fruits and vegetables for every $5 

in food stamp purchases—representing an 80% increase 

in purchasing power.  All 9 Greenmarkets accepted and 

distributed these Health Bucks, with redemption totaling 

over $20,000. 

2010	WINTER/SPRING	HIGHLIGHTS

distributed annually in 
WIC Monthly Vegetable 

and Fruit Checks

in Spring Health Bucks  
redeemed
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This year GrowNYC has received additional funding 

from NYC City Council Speaker Quinn to enable the ac-

ceptance of EBT at 17 additional Greenmarkets—a total 

40 Greenmarkets will accept EBT in the 2010 season!  

This brings us incredibly close to our goal of all New York 

City Greenmarkets accepting food stamps.  

GrowNYC’s Greenmarket EBT program is becoming 

widely recognized as a successful model for farmers 

market programs around the country.  Last summer we 

co-facilitated a webinar for the Farmers Market Coalition 

presenting to market operators and community members 

throughout the US detailing our best practices of opera-

tions and community outreach.   We have also been in-

vited to speak at the Commu-

nity Food Security Coalition 

conference in October 2010 

on the relationship between 

EBT and incentive programs; 

farmer’s market operators 

from around the country will 

hear about how the program 

increases food stamp partici-

pants’ buying power at the 

market and learn how to start similar programs in their 

communities. 

As stated above, the New York City food stamp program 

has reached record levels of participation with 1.7 million 

people in the City receiving food stamps.  However the 

participation rate in the program is only 60-75%.  This 

means that at a minimum, 425,000 NYC residents are liv-

LOOKING	FORWARD
ing at or below the poverty level and are not receiving the 

benefits to which they are entitled to purchase food.  To 

help address this disconnect, Greenmarket is partnering 

with the Food Bank and other community-based orga-

nizations to offer regular food stamp screenings at 10 of 

our markets throughout 2010.  Many people who are eli-

gible for the program do not know that they are eligible 

or do not know how much in benefits they will receive; 

food stamp screenings reportedly increase a potential ap-

plicant’s chance of registering by 50%.

Fortunately there is another $200,000 available for Health 

Bucks in the 2010 season.  A total of 20 Greenmarkets will 

accept and distribute Health Bucks in 2010, an increase 

from14 markets in 2009.  The 

20 Greenmarkets include for 

the first time ever Staten Is-

land and Queens locations.

As our expansion of EBT 

at Greenmarkets will reach  

every community in New 

York City, we will add Pol-

ish, Arabic, Urdu, Russian, 

Chinese and Yiddish languages to our outreach and ad-

vertising campaign, which is immensely important in 

a city where only half of the residents are native Eng-

lish speakers (Baruch College NYC data 2005).  We will 

also expand our advertising campaign to include posters  

outside of bodegas, Laundromats and hair salons in  

market neighborhoods. 

Number of markets  
accepting Health bucks

Greenmarkets will accept 
EBT in 2010

GrowNYC’s Greenmarket EBT 
program is becoming widely rec-
ognized as a successful model for 
farmers markets programs around 
the country.
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CONCLUSION
The myth that GrowNYC doesn’t operate Greenmarkets 

in low income neighborhoods, and that lower income 

shoppers cannot support a farmers market, has clearly 

been dispelled by our experience, and not just this past 

year, but over the past twenty plus 

years that we have operated Green-

markets in Harlem, Washington 

Heights, the South Bronx, and vari-

ous locations in Queens. As farm-

ers’ markets become increasingly 

vital to addressing community food 

insecurity and the survival of small 

family farms, it is crucial to provide 

farmers with the technology to 

serve all consumers while inform-

ing the public of what is possible. 

However, in order to provide more 

access for those New Yorkers most in need to take full ad-

vantage of the healthiest resources available in their com-

munities and for EBT at farmers markets to be consistent 

and effective, government partnerships, sufficient fund-

Reaching our goal of making EBT 
available at every farmers market 
in New York City, if not the  
country, requires dedication and 
committed partnerships, and 
there is no doubt that we have 
the team in place to do this.

ing and financial incentives are crucial. Reaching our goal 

of making EBT available at every New York City farmers 

market, if not the country, requires dedication and com-

mitted partnerships, and there is no doubt that we have 

the team in place to do this. With the vital support we 

receive from Speaker Quinn and the New York City, as 

well as the USDA, GrowNYC/Greenmarket and all of its 

partners in New York City (DOHMH HRA, NY Farmers 

Market Federation, NY State Department of Agriculture 

and Markets, and numerous community-based organiza-

tions, tenant associations, and residents) will continue to 

be leaders and innovators in providing access to fresh, lo-

cally grown produce to all New Yorkers. 
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GrowNYC’s 2010 Greenmarkets 
Red apples denote markets that accept Food Stamps/EBT

www.grownyc.org

GREENMARKETS
THAT WILL ACCEPT EBT IN 2010




