Analytical Report of WIC Vendors
Ensuring that Omaha, Nebraska and Douglas County residents have adequate access to fresh produce is vital to the health and well being of the community. Fruits and vegetables, as part of a healthy diet, are important for optimal growth, weight management, and prevention of chronic disease. Supporting increased fruit and vegetable access, availability, and reducing price are key strategies the Center for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) have identified. These strategies will help to meet the goal of improved fruit and vegetable consumption and thus improving American’s overall nutritional intake. The CDC recognizes multiple strategies and policies to improve the food environment and increase access to healthy foods such as fruits and vegetables thru retail vendors within communities. These can include increased access to supermarkets and grocery stores, improved availability of healthier foods such as fruits and vegetables in small stores including convenience and corner stores, and more farm-to-consumer approaches such as stands and markets where farmers can sell directly to consumers.  This report will look at two avenues of obtaining fresh produce within the community; examination of the Municipal Codes for Omaha, NE, looking specifically at the sale of produce and the effects on community gardens and farmers markets through decreasing challenges (cost, paper work etc.) of obtaining required permits and current selection criteria for Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) vendors and the inclusion of farmers markets as temporary vendors within current policies and procedures. 
The Municipal Codes for Omaha, NE outline laws and regulations for the citizens of Douglas County. The codes are divided into fifty-five chapters covering a variety of topic areas from fire codes to taxation charges. By examining peddler permits as it affects community gardens and farmers markets looking particularly at steps to minimize the cost related to obtaining these permits will help to increase the availability of fresh produce to residents. The Municipal Code specifies that peddler permits include door-to-door and produce peddlers, merchandise stands, street shows and sidewalk exhibitions. In order to obtain a peddler permit an application must be completed. Individuals looking to obtain this permit will be asked to pay the follow fee schedule; $15 for one week, $30 for one month, $50 for six months and $75 for one year. If the application is denied the first week fee will be refundable. In order to obtain a Blanket Peddlers’ Permit (farmers markets etc.) the applicant site must be properly zoned and an application for a temporary use permit with a site plan and the fee of $41 dollars must be submitted to City Planning. A state sale tax number and/or a Douglas County food permit may be required. If food is involved within the activities under the blanket permit the Douglas County Health Department should be contacted to ensure that proper food permits are acquired. The applicant must also have the written permission from the property owner and owner of the adjoining property in which the stand or display shall be located. If the location is a city park, the Civic Auditorium, Rosenblatt Stadium or Gene Leahy Mall, the applicant needs to obtain permission from the Parks Department. Door to door (transient) permit applicants must be 16 years of age or have a state employment certificate, have a state sales tax number and/or a Douglas County food permit and items can only be sold between the hours of 8 am to 6 pm. Completed applications are sent to the Omaha Police Department for approval. The approval process including the background check usually takes four to five days. Upon approval, an additional fee of $10 is collected for a photo identification card. 
Peddler permits can be used in three basic ways; peddling on city property or city sidewalk, peddling on private property, or peddling with a street closing. To peddle on city property or city side walk or on private property the applicant must have written permission from the property owner and the owner of the adjoining property. The property must be zoned properly and a state sales tax number and/or a Douglas County food permit will be required. The location must be included on the permit and the permit must be tied to a property address. The permit can cover more than one location, but it cannot be used for more than one location at a time. The applicant who will be peddling on city property or city sidewalk must also provide a $10,000 lease bond. Applicants who will be peddling on a closed street would need permission from Public Works to close the street and a copy of the certificate of insurance provided to Public Works. Written permission from other property owners are not required since the event will be held on the street, however all other rules stated above apply. 
The Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) strives to provide adequate nutrition in pregnancy, postpartum, infancy and early childhood to prevent health problems before they occur. Funding for the WIC program comes from the federal government through the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA). Funds are funneled to Nebraskans through Health and Human Services who contract with 13 local agencies to operate WIC clinics throughout Nebraska. Roughly 45,000 individuals receive WIC benefits per month throughout the state with approximately 37% of participants residing in the Omaha metro area. 
Effective October 1, 2009, major changes to the WIC food package became effective including new, alternatives and modification of quantities of WIC approved foods. Fresh fruits and vegetables (offered as a cash value voucher), whole wheat bread and baby food fruits, vegetables and meats were all added to the programs approved foods list. Brown rice, canned beans, more options of whole grain cereals, canned salmon and soy beverages were incorporated as alternative to other food choices. Finally, the quantities of certain food items were reduced or increased to more align with the 2005 Dietary Guidelines for Americans. The majority of these changes or modifications were done by simply adding new foods to the current WIC voucher (which has no set cash value attached to it). However, the fruit and vegetable voucher posed the greatest number of challenges to incorporate into the existing WIC system. This voucher has an actual cash amount tied to it and that amount varies by participant (ex. women received a larger cash value voucher than children). The new interim rule also allows states to authorize farmers at farmers markets or roadside stands to redeem the cash value vouchers for fruits and vegetables. The State of Nebraska declined to include farmers markets as vendors and set stipulations on what form of fruits and vegetables (fresh vs. dried or frozen) and what types of certain fruits or vegetables (white potatoes vs. sweet potatoes) could be purchased.
Currently any owner of a Nebraska grocery store or special purchase (pharmacy) store may apply for consideration as a WIC approved vendor. The application process to become a WIC vendor contains multiple processes. Initially a prospective vendor would complete an application and a WIC Program Application Price List. The application aims to gain some general (name of store, location, hours of operation, size of store etc.) as well as comprehensively financial, distributor and/or retailer information. On the Application Price List potential vendors provide actual prices of WIC food items that they have on their shelves. After completion and submission of these two documents a store visit is arranged by the Local Agency Vendor Manager. The objective of this visit is to review inventory levels, verify prices and information represented on application form, and observe the conditions of the store. 
Specific criteria are used for reviewing and approving each applicant who wishes to participate in the program. It is the outlined specific criterion that poses a challenge to incorporating farmers markets as temporary or seasonal vendors for the fruit and vegetable voucher. Selection criteria state the following: “the vendor applicant must be a full service grocery store or a special purchase store”, as a standard no WIC approved vendor can have more than 20% of gross annual sales from both gasoline and alcoholic beverages, a full service store must stock fresh fruits, fresh vegetables, fresh or frozen meats and poultry, canned or frozen vegetables, dairy products, cereals and breadstuffs and infant formula. These stores must have in their most recent inventory three different varieties of food items in each of the above mentioned categories. Special purchase vendors are only authorized to accept WIC vouchers for special formulas and/or medical formulas eligible for use in the Nebraska WIC program. No other vouchers may be redeemed at these locations. Special purchase vendors must have at any one time at least three different varieties of special formulas and/or medical formulas. Other criteria include; the store cannot be currently disqualified from the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), Medicaid Program or the WIC program. Stores cannot have had a WIC application denied within the six months preceding the date of application and makes reasonable accommodations for shoppers who have disabilities. The store must maintain regular business hours (this includes a minimum of two, four-hour blocks of time on each of five days per week) and have a current State of Nebraska Food Establishment Permit.
To date, community gardens face multiple challenges selling their produce. Guidelines that constitute current peddler permits do not allow for sales of produce from the community garden site and fees for permits are not cost effective for the limited amount of produce that could be sold. Through meetings with City Planning alternative ideas were generated that would make positive improvements to the logistics of community gardens selling their produce without modifying any existing policies or procedures. The most feasible idea that was generated from meetings with Planning was to have community gardens selling their produce at a local school. An aerial photo of the school site showing parking along with a fee of $41.00 would be needed to obtain a permit. This would be a temporary permit and through discussions between City Planning and the garden will determine the length of the temporary permit. The higher cost of the permit and possible challenges (lack of internet) of obtaining an aerial photo would be the disadvantages of this route. Another potential avenue for community gardens to sell produce would be to have a garage sale. Members of City Planning have made it clear that if a community garden group was to have an individual or neighborhood garage sale that includes their produce that it would be acceptable as long as other items were being sold at the garage sale and that the frequency of sales followed Municipal Code. Garage sales are defined within the Municipal Codes as the occasional sale of a variety of personal goods from a residence. This definition shall include garage sales, yard sales, moving sales and any similar form of sale. There are certain restrictions to the frequency of a garage sale, Municipal Code states that a garage sale shall occur no more than two days in any two-month period. The limitation on number times within a certain length of time and the inclusion of other items at the sale may be a barrier for community gardens to utilizing this avenue of produce distribution. If members of the garden group where willing to alternate the location or piggy back off of a neighborhood garage sale that could be a possible way to overcome the challenges of utilizing a garage sale for distribution/sale of their produce. 
Current WIC vendor selection criteria does not include farmers markets which means that cash value vouchers (CVV) for fresh fruits and vegetables can only be used in WIC approved grocery stores. There are significant seasonal, cultural, educational and logistical challenges to allowing CVV’s to be used at farmers markets. Common barriers that are relevant to Nebraska WIC participants would include; concerns regarding the limited number of established farmers markets and the farmers capacity to provide adequate amounts of food and food choices for WIC participants, concerns regarding hours of operation, location and accessibility for the WIC population, and limited resources, staff, and time to develop the infrastructure for authorizing and training farmers to accept the CVV’s. However, multiple states have gone forward with a pilot program or implementing the use of CVV at farmers markets and have had great success. Successful methods that have eased the transition to authorizing farmers as venders include; formation of advisory groups to enable communication between vested stakeholders and the creation of pilot programs in order to assess the financial and logistical feasibility. 
Nebraska currently has a Seniors Farmers Market Nutrition Program that is designed to provide coupons to low-income senior citizens to purchase eligible foods at Nebraska farmers markets and roadside stands. Eligible foods consist of only fresh locally grown fruits and vegetables as well as herbs and honey for consumption. Just as WIC approved vendors must complete an application and training process SFMNP vendors must follow certain regulations and guidelines as well. Training sessions are designed to provide program operational knowledge to farmers. Content area covered include; eligible and ineligible food choices, proper coupon redemption procedures, certified vendor identification, guidelines for store SFMNP coupons, equitable treatment of participants, guidelines for canceling coupons and Civil Right compliance. Farmers enter into a written agreement with the Nebraska Department of Agriculture (NDA) and receive a certified SFMNP farmer identification number. SFNMP coupons can be accepted from participants or their authorized representative on or before the last valid date of each program year. Certified farmers must deposit all coupons during that program season on or prior to November 30 in order to receive reimbursement. SFMNP certified farmers are responsible for posting their certified farmer ID  stall sign, this allows participants of the program to easily identify which farmers can accept coupons. The stands hours of operation must be clearly posted on the ID sign as well. SFMNP coupons must be safely stored in a secure location by certified farmers and farmers are responsible for canceling SFMNP coupons. There are two different ways to cancel a coupon, hand write the farmer identification number on the coupon or rubber stamp the identification number on the coupon. The Community Food Security Coalition recommendations include modifying WIC regulations to allow states to use the same vendor-related structures as the Farmers Market Nutrition Program (FMNP). 
Plan of Action
In order to ensure that community gardeners within the Omaha metro area are aware of the logistics and necessity of peddler permits the follow actions will be taken. The information discussed here will be disseminated to the local community garden networking group to ensure that each garden fully understands the Municipal Codes and how they can sell their produce within the constraints of these codes. An outline of the differences between the different options of peddler permits and the information needed to obtain a permit will be included in the on-line version of the Cultivating Community Garden Toolkit on the Douglas County Health Department Local Food website: https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/producesellinginterest. 
Ensuring that WIC participants in Douglas County have the opportunity to explore using their CVV at area farmers markets is a goal of the Healthy Kids, Healthy Communities grant. However an opportunity to work with the Nebraska Department of Agriculture and the Nebraska WIC office arose regarding the Farmers Market Coupon Program. Additional funding for the program became available through the USDA and Douglas County Health Department WIC offered to be a pilot site. Funding will be announced in early spring and as such, DCHD is preparing to implement the program. The Omaha Farmers Market has offered their expertise in starting a farmers market at a WIC site. The Senior Farmers Market Nutrition Program (SFMNP) is looking into a new coupon distribution site for seniors near the market site to increase the opportunity for success for the new market. Additional training for the farmers will be available for the WIC coupons at the same time of the SFMNP trainings. Success of this program will be key in going forward with garnering support for the WIC CVV program.
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