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From farm to the school table: shorter supply chains to connect 
through food 

 
With urbanization being a tendency in many countries, people tend to disconnect from nature but 
also from their land, often knowing very little about the food and everything related to it. 
Supermarkets which are the main place for groceries in the city is another factor contributing to this 
disconnection. There is often a lack of information on how the food was grown or produced, and 
whether it was done in an eco-friendly way and respecting human rights. At the same time, there 
is, a simple way of discovering the food origins – buying it directly from the producer. Shorter links 
between producers and consumers can help to reconnect people with nature and their cultures. 
They also offer a range of benefits for both and can bring a positive change in the current food 
systems including better nutrition from an early age. 
 
In many countries in Europe, food supply chains are currently long and complex creating a significant 
distance between food producers and consumers. Such systems only exacerbate the problem of 
disconnection between people and nature that evolved together with the progressive urbanization 
where consumers know little or almost nothing about the impact of actual agricultural and food 
systems on natural resources and people’s lives.  
 
That is also the case for the food supply chain at schools. Here the long chain of foodservice providers 
and public authorities make it difficult to both trace food and ensure its safety while at the same time 
providing little or no information about it to pupils.   
 
In this case, connecting local producers with schools appears to be one of the possible solutions.  
 
Food education both for children and school managers 
 
School meals prepared from locally produced food and accompanied by respective information could 
be an important part of education at schools. As shorter supply chains require fewer intermediaries, 
the school managers have the possibility to choose between large producers specialised in one 
product and for example a cooperative of small producers who have diversified production systems. 
They can learn more about existing food production systems and how to make better choices in terms 
of school diets. For instance, ‘the loss of diverse diets is directly linked to malnutrition and non-
communicable diseases such as diabetes, obesity’ and therefore, World Health Organization has 
included diversification as a criterion  for a healthy food environment and Ministries of Health in 
several countries, including Moldova, have been using these criteria to promote healthy diets at 
schools and kindergartens.  
 
‘Nutrition education is not just learning about foods and nutrients but learning what to do and how to 
act to improve nutrition’. A shorter supply chain where the school directly acquires food provision 
from farmers could help children to become aware of agriculture, farmers and all related to its social 
and environmental issues, while strengthening their food culture. It can help to develop good food 
habits from an early age as children would learn which food is local and seasonal, and how their food 
choice contributes to both human and environmental health. Increasing awareness and knowledge 
about their food production systems can also empower them and increase their involvement in 
improving this process.   
 
The direct link between the school and local producers can help to connect better different 
generations. It can attract the youngest ones to the profession of farming but also strengthen the 
community spirit and unify society around food-related issues. Both science and practice show that 
connections and reciprocity which emerge within a locally grown food system contribute to the 
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development of trust and unified goals. All this makes part of social capital, enabling society to 
function more effectively. For instance, seasonality sometimes represents a challenge for producers, 
as a specific fruit or vegetable is available only for a few months a year when it comes in great quantity. 
If the producer cannot sell all of it, he simply risks losing it. Some farmers found a solution to this 
problem and for example, they dry out fruits like apples, quince, pears, prunes and sell them later. It 
is a delicious snack especially at the time of the year when most of the fruits are not available. This 
could be an option of a tasty and healthy snack for children at school who will get nutritious food, 
while at the same time learning about management and economic facets of agriculture.  
 
Food awareness to foster environmental regeneration 
 
Shorter supply chains can foster more sustainable food production. Having the possibility to choose, 
school managers will be able to make better food choices for the school meals. Sometimes it might be 
easier to ensure that the food is safe when it comes from local producers than for example when it 
comes from abroad. At the level of community, the distances are small, and more people know each 
other, so it is more difficult to hide something. At the same time, when there is communication and a 
stronger relationship in the community, its members develop trust which is at the base of their 
relations. In the case of school meals, producers will be particularly interested in ensuring the quality 
and safety of the products they supply to schools, as they live in the same area and will risk losing not 
only their clients but also the trust in their community. School managers, in their turn, can develop 
better environmental awareness as the farms where the food comes from, are in the nearby area 
allowing them to visit these farms at any time.  
  
While less transportation and less storage can help to save energy and reduce green-house gas (GHG) 
emissions, higher food awareness can also help to reduce food waste. With time both schools and 
producers can identify the types and quantities of food that respond to both, the school needs and 
the possibilities of the supplier. It is not only about food being healthy but also about children liking 
what they eat. In such a set-up it becomes possible to test how children react to different meal 
options, and then adjust the demand to producers. With time, school managers will be able to identify 
the best dietary option in terms of diversity, quality, and taste. Producers on the other hand, can also 
learn more about the needs of schools and manage better their stocks. Thus, children will eat more of 
what they are served at school, reducing the food waste and producers will learn what they can offer 
them – something that allows them to better plan their sales. Also, being closer to producers can help 
schools to support them by doing compost which is a natural fertilizer. That is a way to reduce waste, 
reduce GHG emissions but also to reduce costs to producers (see more about it in ‘Agroecology: 
developing food systems for environmental and human health’). Being involved in such activities like 
composting contributes to environmental education and allows children to be directly involved in 
making the local food systems more sustainable. 
 
Farm-to-school chains to support local economy 
 

‘For farmers, short food supply chains are attractive opportunities for diversifying production, 
capturing greater value added, and ensuring more stable incomes.’ 

ECLAC/FAO/IICA, 2015  
 
Farm-to-school food chains can be a way to support small local producers, and therefore local 
economy. Small farmers tend to have diversified production systems where they produce a variety of 
fresh fruits and vegetables but in smaller quantities compared to large conventional producers. This 
is one of the factors making it more difficult for such producers to respond to the need of 
supermarkets which usually work with large amounts. Schools, however, may come as a solution for 
such farmers, as their requirements in terms of quantity and diversification are different and small 
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producers might be able to respond to their needs.  Thus, increasing demand for diversified fresh local 
products can help to create employment, stabilize incomes and contribute to the development of the 
agriculture and food sector locally.  
 
The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) of the United Nations is one of the organizations which 
is actively involved in the development of such supply chains. For instance, one of its areas of work is 
the Home-Grown School feeding approach which ‘connects the need for safe, diverse and nutritious 
food with the production of local farmers and community businesses.  This approach can provide 
opportunities for inclusive procurement and value chains to improve the economic development of 
small-scale farmers and local communities and to strengthen the connection between nutrition, 
agriculture and social protection through schools.’ More specifically, ‘FAO supports governments on 
building these linkages, and on providing technical assistance, information and policy support on 
inclusive food procurement to schools’.  
 
To conclude, shorter food supply chains as the one of farm-to-school can bring change in local food 
systems by improving kids’ diet, by becoming more inclusive but also more sustainable and 
transparent. While offering economic opportunities to local farmers, such chains make children more 
knowledgeable about the specifics of local foods and agriculture. Basically, through ‘eating’ and 
knowing what they eat, children can learn more about local ecosystems, nature, rural livelihoods, and 
finally about themselves. All this contributes to the development of local food culture which 
reconnects people with their land, but also with each other from a very early age. 
 
This material was prepared for a Raising Awareness Campaign on the importance of Food Systems and 
Agroecology conducted by FAO Moldova, in the framework of the National Food Systems Dialogues 
and in the context of the UN Food Systems Summit. 
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