
Institutionalizing a Farm-to-College System 
 

Kenyon College leads the nation in farm-to-college programs. We currently purchase 
38% of the food served in our dining hall from local sources, and we expect to expand. Our 
program is motivated by a number of factors. We hope to foster a sustainable agricultural 
community in Knox County and preserve the rural way of life. This effort enables us to provide 
higher quality food for students while keeping costs low. In some cases, locally produced food is 
inherently cheaper than what we can buy from a large-scale distributor, especially considering its 
higher quality. We offer this case study of a successful farm-to-college program in order to help 
other institutions that are trying to begin or expand their local food programs. 

 
Sourcing Local Food 

 The key to ensuring reliability in a local food system lies in the face-to-face relationships 
formed between the institution and its individual producers.  At Kenyon, the relationships we 
form with our producers are not mere business transactions; they are friendships built upon 
integrity, trust, and mutual support. There must be a designated person who goes out and forms 
these producer relationships; at Kenyon, this is the job of our sustainability director.  Our 
sustainability director works closely with producers during the winter to help them thoroughly 
systematize their production for the following season, and he is constantly coordinating and 
communicating with them.    

In addition to establishing a consistent and reliable infrastructure for obtaining food 
locally, food service providers must also be creative and flexible in their local food purchases.  
As there is no definitive paradigm for local acquisition in a farm-to-college system, an institution 
must remain patient and persistent; and it must adapt to the unique conditions of their 
surrounding area. At Kenyon, we have adapted to the distinctiveness of our region and to the 
opportunities that our area has to offer by working closely with our local produce auctions and 
our county fair. Both of these opportunities provide us with buying power and a venue for 
networking, as well as with the opportunity to directly support our local community.    
 

Infrastructure 
Because Kenyon’s program relies so heavily on family-scale and Amish producers, the 

college provides most of the transportation infrastructure. Our relationship with one of our meat 
processors has also allowed us to create a cooperative relationship for delivery and storage. In 
some cases, travel is reduced by the use of a local, small-scale distributor for foods that are 
produced farther away. Some of our foods also require processing before they are ready to be 
served in the dining hall. Processing ranges from preservation (e.g., by pickling) to the 
slaughtering and butchering of animals. We also do some processing in the dining hall itself. The 
more food we are able to preserve and store during productive months, the longer we are able to 
serve local food throughout the year. This may impose some financial burden up front, but then 
the product is in inventory and can be served later without additional cost. 

We also work with “local industrial” sources: providers that operate on a regionally 
competitive scale and generally do not need our business, but which happen to be located within 
a certain radius of the college. These sources are necessary and convenient for some types of 
food that would be challenging or impossible to procure from smaller sources. These larger 
companies already have infrastructure in place for ordering, daily delivery, and invoicing; and 
they provide a valuable alternative to the more complex system of working with processors and 
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producers individually. Another advantage is that a smaller distributor might be more flexible 
and open to working with the local food efforts of an institutional buyer. Working with a small-
scale, family-owned distributor still supports the local economy, and some institutions might find 
that this is a less complicated way to become involved in the local food system. Over time, 
however, Kenyon has expanded its relationships with individual farmers because it allows us to 
work more directly within the local community. 

 
Preparation and Service 

Once the food gets to the dining hall, the burden of responsibility shifts to the chefs and 
other dining hall staff. We are extremely fortunate that our executive chef supports the local food 
program. Dining service employees also need to be educated about the benefits of local foods in 
the dining hall. The program must have support from all sides: the requests and involvement of 
faculty and students promote it from the bottom up, and the oversight of college administration 
and trustees, as well as from dining service provider, supports it from the top down. 

Many cafeteria-style kitchens have limited space for the preparation for local food, as 
their model involves emptying prepared food into warming trays. In our dining facility, however, 
an expanded prep kitchen on the lower level allows chefs and cooks to use far more fresh, local 
food, simply because there is space available where they can prepare it. 

Once the food has been prepared, it is crucial that students are aware of the local food in 
the dining hall. Local food education is absolutely critical to the success of any farm-to-college 
system, for students will not support the local food program unless they understand its 
importance. Labeling is a great means of communicating with students, but it can be challenging 
to coordinate. Bringing local producers into the dining hall is also valuable, as it reinforces the 
importance of supporting the local economy by giving a face to local agriculture. Student 
involvement in preparation is another great way for students to become more invested in the 
local food program. 

 
College Life and Community Life 

Local food education is critical for the success of any farm-to-college system.  Our local 
foods initiative is intimately tied to the larger educational mission of the college, as expressed 
through the curricular, co-curricular, and the residential life at Kenyon. As an institution, Kenyon 
has integrated a great deal of local foods education into our academic curriculum. Ten percent of 
our faculty teach courses in nearly every academic department dealing with food, agriculture, or 
rural life. During the summer, the college runs a joint program with the Ohio Ecological Food & 
Farm Association (OEFFA), in which students spend ten weeks interning on a sustainable farm 
and receive a certificate in ecological agriculture from OEFFA. One of the largest student 
organizations on campus, People Endorsing Agrarian Sustainability (PEAS), spreads local food 
awareness throughout the student body and provides a link between Kenyon students and 
members of the surrounding agricultural community. Theme-housing options surrounding the 
common interest in local foods are also now available to Kenyon students. In addition to the 
enthusiastic interest and support from the student body, we are quite fortunate that our local food 
system has the ongoing, active support of the college’s senior administration and the board of 
trustees.  
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Economics 
 The two major factors that determine local food purchasing are how much local food is 
really available and how much money the school is willing to set aside for local food 
expenditures. Many institutions that consider buying local are reluctant to do so given the 
common misconception that local food sourcing is more expensive than industrial food sourcing.  
Yet this doesn’t always have to be the case. Institutional buying power helps to maximize our 
local food investments. Furthermore, in a local food system where everything is fresher and of 
higher quality, both the chefs and the students are less inclined to waste food.  
 An integral part of any food system, local or conventional, involves obtaining the food 
and then paying the suppliers for it. There are two payment systems that Kenyon uses regularly: 
an accounts payable system and petty cash. The petty cash transaction is unique to the economics 
of a local food system. A petty cash system is most often implemented for our smaller or less 
frequent purchases, or if our vendors simply prefer to be paid in cash. For a petty cash system to 
truly work, a shift in the conventional paradigm for institutional accounting is essential. Local 
food economics requires meticulous record keeping and steady organization. Flexibility and 
adaptability are essential. Whoever is in charge of the institution’s local food accounting must 
understand the nuances of the market and have an organized system of record keeping. Excel 
spreadsheets or databases work nicely.  

Pricing for our local products is usually dictated by what the market will bear. Local 
produce is often cheaper than conventionally sourced produce, while other products, such as 
honey, are more expensive to produce locally because of the labor involved that cannot be 
absorbed by an economy of scale, and because we want to offer the producer a fair price. 

It’s important to know the market in the area, because the college has to offer competitive 
prices so producers will choose to sell to us instead of at auctions and to other buyers. When 
determining fair prices, we must account for the high quality of products and the fact that they 
are locally, naturally raised. Because markets vary so much by area, institutions will have to 
determine the pricing process that works best for them, considering their demand and the market 
in their area. Institutions that want to buy local foods must also be willing to pay extra for the 
higher quality product they receive. 

 
Concluding Recommendations 

A functioning farm-to-college system requires additional time and resources, establishes 
fixed infrastructural systems, and entails dynamic and communicative relationships. A farm-to-
college system doesn’t appear over night; rather, it grows organically: one product at a time, one 
farmer at a time. It is important to ask what’s easiest to do where you are, and to do that well.  
Moreover, it is critical to develop real interest and enthusiasm from both the bottom up and the 
top down—there has to be both grassroots interest from the students and the faculty and 
involvement from the senior staff and the board of trustees. A newly developing local food 
system will probably require additional financial support in the beginning. Yet the administration 
must remain patient and realize that although they may lose some money up front, they will be 
better off in the end overall. For Kenyon College, the innumerable rewards of going local have 
greatly outweighed any initial difficulties that we faced, and we hope to continue growing our 
local food system into the future.  
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