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MY VIEW PAM WALKER

Healthy food can be accessible at the Farmers Market
By Pam Walker  Apr 3, 2023 Updated 9 hrs ago   1

Farmers markets are often perceived as elitist. “The prices!” many say. “They’re so high! Only rich people
can afford food there!” But in fact, the Santa Fe Farmers Market Institute — the nonprofit that supports
the Santa Fe Farmers Market by providing it with a permanent home and a professional development
programs for farmers — invests substantially in making fresh, local food accessible to low-income
members of our community.

Why does the institute do this? Because good health begins with nutritious food, and the most nutritious
food is locally grown and fresh from the field. Eating it should not be limited to the rich but accessible to
all.

How does the institute do this? It administers, through a debit card and token system, the purchases of
people in the federally funded Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program along with Double Up Food
Bucks, which matches SNAP purchases dollar for dollar, doubling buying power. The institute also
administers a “Fresh Rx” program, which addresses diet-related illnesses. Participating medical providers
write prescriptions for patients to redeem for tokens and buy fresh produce.

The Institute spent $97,200 in 2022 alone administering these programs, distributing a total of $363,000
in tokens through 4,600 transactions. This represents an increase of 144% from the $149,022 distributed
in 2019, the year before the pandemic. It reflects the increased need for food assistance the pandemic
brought, as many people lost jobs, homes or fell ill. To address this rising food insecurity, Congress raised
SNAP allotments in 2020, the main factor in the surge of SNAP and food bucks transacted by the
Institute.

The increased SNAP allotments prompted by the pandemic ended March 1, reducing monthly SNAP
allocations by a minimum of $95 per person and $250 per household. SNAP participants are losing, on
average, 30% to 40% of their benefits. The average reduction for more than 250,000 New Mexicans is $6
per person per day. These reductions come as inflation has caused food prices to rise by 11% since 2021.

The cuts, combined with inflation, underscore the critical value of the institute making food as accessible
as possible to low-income people in our community. Eating a healthful diet of fresh, local food is now
more challenging than ever.

An older man who never expected to need food assistance said during the pandemic he had to have knee
surgery, and there were complications. He lost his job and enrolled in SNAP.

“I take care of my 99-year-old father,” he said at a recent market. “We want to eat healthy and keep buying
our food here. SNAP and Double Up Food Bucks are lifesavers.” Many others express similar sentiments
and concerns.

The institute’s investment in food assistance programs helps farmers, too. It brings them customers they
wouldn’t otherwise have. Dixon farmer and writer Stan Crawford says, “SNAP helps two tiers of low-
income people. SNAP enables low-income customers to shop at our farmers market. And it enables
farmers, also low-income, to charge prices that allow them to stay in business.”

Those prices! Yet our farmers, as Crawford says, are low-income, and many are themselves enrolled in
SNAP. How fair is this?

Would you like to see greater fairness in our food community? The institute urges you to support our work
in bringing everyone to the table, in nourishing everyone’s health, especially those who can’t afford to
come without assistance. How? Donate money or time (we welcome volunteers) or both. Find more
information at farmersmarketinstitute.org. And let’s contact New Mexico’s congressional delegation. Let’s
tell them exactly how the reduction in SNAP benefits is affecting our community’s ability to eat
nutritiously and manage its health.

Pam Walker has been a local farm and food activist for 25 years. She serves as vice chair of the Santa Fe Farmers
Market board of directors.
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