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PRINCETON AREA: Farm fresh: Nourishing a farm-to-school network

Wednesday, April 22, 2009 11:26 AM EDT - = - m—
By John Dunphy Special Writer B sHARE WM R0 1.\\ \55,“_ l:\t\'

PRINCETORN

Given the option, would parents rather have their children’s school lunches come from the farmer a few miles away or from the other side of

the country? Enjoy Our Annual

Mother’s Day

Newly appointed New Jersey Secretary of Agriculture Douglas H. Fisher posed that question to an audience of about 200 Saturday morning at B ff B h
The Lawrenceville School, where the New Jersey Farm-to-School Network was holding its inaugural conference. urret brunc

11:30 AM & 130 PM

“I can’t imagine someone saying, ‘No, I'd rather have them have something from 1,000 miles away,” Mr. Fisher said. “But that's what
happens.”

This disconnect between local growers and some of their youngest potential customers has spurred interest throughout the country in bringing
the two parties back together through various farm-to- school programs. Started as a pilot program in 1996 in several California and Florida
schools, the National Farm-to-School Network estimates there are now more than 2,000 such programs in 39 states.

Saturday’s conference was the first major event held by the newly established New Jersey network. O
“We need to teach children where their food comes from,” said Mikey Azzara, Click Here For
the co-founder of the Lawrenceville Farmers’ Market and local leader in food and Full
&Siltce 1919 u Menu

farm culture. Along with Beth Feehan, founder of the West Windsor Farmers’
Market, Mr. Azzarra began planning last year to bring the farm-to-school program
to New Jersey.

Call For Reservations

609-688-2600

“There’s so many of us that wanted to start this, so how much more could we D 8- Course
achieve if we worked together?” Mr. Azzara asked. “This conference is to bring e}% i e . ‘w' a9
people together and provide tools, build energy and express the value of a rix Fixe Dinner 3 3 5
network (connecting) parents, food service providers and others.” Monday - Thursday
Mr. Fisher, whose family has farmed in South Jersey for more than a hundred Lﬂcated
years, said many school children, especially those in urban areas, “have
absolutely no idea (where their food comes from). They don't realize the effort it =, n the Heart Of
took to get that food on their plate,” including how many miles it took for it to . ' S
arrive there, and how safe it might or might not be. “You want to know where your Prlnceton --I W oNASEA .:-x.- I-. M
food is coming from,” he added.
That very basic desire is what took Josh Viertel, the recently named president ~.ToP JOBS.
of the U.S. chapter of the worldwide Slow Food movement, to Italy 10 years ago to regain a connection to the world he had lost in modern s
society. “I'd gotten tired of working in a world of words, | wanted to know if | really liked work,” he said. Post A Job
During his time as a shepherd in southern Italy, Mr. Viertel hitched a ride with a weathered old man in a tiny Fiat, who told him, “People really Seamstress

learn by seeing, thinking and touching. It's the holy trinity of knowledge,” Mr. Viertel said. “You’ve come here to touch more.’ After that, |

. h Princeton Packet -
stopped wearing gloves.

Princeton, NJ

Mr. Viertel said the lack of connection to the earth lies at the heart of the problem with school lunch programs nationwide. Children have no
idea what it takes to turn a seed into a tomato or how to turn that tomato into sauce. The lowest bidder in a food service contract is given priority
over the foods which may cost more but provide the most nutrition. Only $2.27 is allotted per child in federal reimbursement funding for school
lunches. “What kind of kids do we grow on $2.27?" he asked.

SALESPERSON - AT&T
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There is progress. In Margate City, Cape May County, fourth grade teacher Jessica Cuevas coordinates the William H. Ross Intermediate
School’'s Grades 3-5 School Garden, which has been funded through a New Jersey Agriculture “Learning through Gardening” grant.

- TOP HOMES

Mr. Azzara, a Lawrence Township native who until recently served as the outreach coordinator for the Northeast Organic Farming Association Place An Ad
of New Jersey, has been working with the seven public schools in Lawrence for several years on establishing gardens. This fall, six of the seven
schools will have plots up and running.

$389,000
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At The Lawrenceville School, executive chef Gary Giberson works extensively with local farms and other food service providers, both through
the school and through his recently founded Sustainable Fare company, which provides consulting and environmentally responsible food
services.

The benefits are clear, Mr. Azzara said, not only in nutrition but in children’s attitude toward the environment, as well as their self-esteem and
their appreciation for school. “It's about taking care of something besides ourselves,” he said.

But a conference alone does not mean there isn’t work to be done.

Megan Elsener, policy coordinator at the Community Food Security Coalition, based in Portland, Ore., noted the federal child nutrition
reauthorization process evaluated every five years is once more up for review. Established in 1946, she said, “There really haven't been
significant improvements since 1966 — but that's what we’re going for this year.”

Requests include the elimination of reduced-price lunch requirements, which would allow those who qualify to then qualify for free lunches.
Also sought are increases in the meal reimbursement rate of $2.27 by 35 cents per school lunch and 20 cents per school breakfast, totaling $50
million over five years. And the coalition is seeking authorization for the release of startup grants of up to $100,000 for schools and districts to
establish infrastructure for farm-to-school programs.

For more information about the New Jersey Farm-to-School Network, write to Beth Feehan at bfeehan@comcast.net or call 609-577-5113. For
more information about the national Farm-to- School Network, visit farmtoschool.org.
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