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Boston’s Good Food Purchasing Policy: Building 
a more transparent and equitable food system

THE PROBLEM
Inadequate choices in school meals, 
lack of transparency in the procurement 
process, and inequitable purchasing 
standards.

In March 2019, the Boston City Council passed “An Ordinance 
Regarding Good Food Purchasing Standards in the City of 
Boston” to require the city’s departments and agencies to 
meet new food procurement standards.1 This is a first-of-
its-kind ordinance on the East Coast, based on the Center for 
Good Food Purchasing’s values-based framework for local 
procurement, the Good Food Purchasing Program (GFPP). 
To date, the GFPP has been adopted by ten localities across 
the nation.2

Boston’s GFPP, which will be codified in section 4-9 of 
chapter 4 of the city’s code, creates procurement standards 
based on the five core GFPP values (local economies, 
environmental sustainability, valued workforce, animal 
welfare, and nutrition). Additionally, Boston’s policy strongly 
emphasizes racial and economic justice by investing in 
disadvantaged and minority communities, and introduces 
a goal of ensuring farmers receive a fair price for their 
products.3 Passage of this ordinance came after less than a 
year of formal legislative process, but was the culmination 
of years of organizing and research from the legislative 
sponsor and community advocates. It is expected to improve 
the way food is sourced and served at city agencies and 
departments, the largest of which is Boston Public Schools, 
and transform the city’s food procurement processes to 
one that is based on values, rather than just price point.

CASE STUDIES: BOSTON, MA

Population:1 694,583

Land Area (in sq. mi): 48.28

Race/Ethnicity: 

52.8%-White
25.3%-Black or African American
9.5%-Asian
19.4%-Hispanic/Latino (of any race)

Population by Age: 
21.5%-under 18 years
67.5%-18-64 years
11%- 65 years and older

Education: 
86.1%-High school graduate or higher
47.4%-Bachelor’s degree or higher

Median Household 
Income: 

$62,021

Population in 
Poverty: 

20.5% (compared to 10% statewide and 
15.8% in the U.S. as a whole)

KEY DEMOGRAPHICS
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THE POLICY SOLUTION An ordinance to hold public departments and agencies to higher values-based standards for food 
procurement.

BACKGROUND

In Boston, there had been a growing concern over the limitations of the current school facilities in terms of their ability 
to serve fresh prepared meals, and concern about the school food procurement process in general. “Boston has been 
having a tough time with school meal programs simply because 85 out of the 125 schools are satellite kitchens, meaning 
they have no real kitchens at all, so you must rely on pre-plated meals,” said Laura Benavidez, Executive Director of Food 
and Nutrition Services at Boston Public Schools. Benavidez also noted general concerns expressed by both parents and 
school leadership with the types of foods served and procurement practices. Boston Public School officials and parent 
groups wanted to work towards healthier school meals and a more transparent school food procurement process that 
advanced justice in the food system, which was the initial driver for the policy’s development. In addition, public and 
private institutions expressed that the city needed to adopt purchasing standards for city departments and agencies 
that not only considered nutrition, but also environmental sustainability, a valued workforce, animal welfare, and local 
economies in order to change the way that regional food producers, processors, and distributors are doing business, and 
to improve the regional food system.4

A picture of a few coalition members and Councilor Wu.Courtesy: 
Suzanne Adely from Food Chain Workers Alliance.

These desires also coincided with other food procurement 
practice changes throughout the state. For example, 
since 2010 over 20 private colleges and universities 
in Massachusetts have made the shift to purchasing 
more local food.5 In 2010, state legislators amended the 
Massachusetts General Laws to encourage public higher 
education institutions and state agencies to purchase 
more agricultural products grown in the state.6 In regard 
to healthcare institutions, Jennifer Obadia from Healthcare 
Without Harm has said that “many of the major hospitals 
across Boston have also made a commitment to purchasing 
local and sustainably produced foods by signing the 
Healthy Food in Health Care pledge.” 7 In terms of public 
procurement more broadly, the City of Boston also recently 
adopted an ordinance, spearheaded by Councilor At-Large 
Michelle Wu and then-Councilor At-Large Ayanna Pressley, 

THE POLICY DEVELOPMENT PROCESS

In the summer of 2018, participants from the HEAL Food Alliance’s annual conference came together to discuss the 
GFPP—a new model of institutional food procurement.8 This initial meeting included representatives from a diverse group 
of organizations interested in and dedicated to improving food systems. After their initial conversation, they learned 
that Councilor Michelle Wu had also been working to develop a local food justice ordinance based on the Good Food 
Purchasing Program adopted by Chicago Public Schools, Chicago Park District in 2017 and then by Cook County, Illinois, 
in May 2018.9 Councilor Wu had begun researching city-level food justice actions in early 2017 and was later inspired by 
examples of food purchasing legislation in other cities.

to promote equity in city contracts by requiring quarterly reporting on equity in city contracting for minority- and women-
owned business enterprises and local entrepreneurs.
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Corporate Accountability, a national organization that 
runs campaigns centered around holding industries and 
policymakers accountable through mobilizing stakeholders, 
participating in negotiations, and building partnerships, 
participated in the HEAL Food Alliance conference and 
formed a coalition to help develop the ordinance.10 “We 
convened and led the coalition meetings and met directly 
with representatives early on to ensure we had support to 
move forward with the policy,” said Keltie Vance. She added, 
“We also liaised with Councilor Wu throughout this time of 
drafting a policy to provide input to help strengthen the 
language of the bill.”

The coalition formed by Corporate Accountability was 
a driving force behind the policy development process, 
and included organizations such as the Massachusetts 
Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals, the Food 
Chain Workers Alliance, Health Care Without Harm, the 
United Food and Commercial Workers local chapter, and 
the Massachusetts Farm to School Network. In addition 
to Director Benavidez, Catalina López-Ospina from the 
mayor’s Office of Food Access worked with the coalition to 
develop the GFPP ordinance.

In December 2018, the first draft of the ordinance was sent 
to the coalition to review. There was also a public hearing at 
City Hall to receive feedback from community and coalition 
members. “There were a couple of things noted in the 
ordinance that we thought could be stronger,” said Simca 
Horwitz from Massachusetts Farm to School. They noted 
that transparency was missing from the policy, specifically, 
language that required a public solicitation process for 
contracting with new vendors. The coalition saw this as 
an opportunity for building transparency into the process 
and allowing the public to engage with the decisions being 
made but they also knew that they needed to ensure that the 
ordinance would not conflict with state law. “We reached 
out to colleagues and Harvard’s Food Law and Policy 
Clinic to ask for their advice on state regulations around 
purchasing,” said Horwitz. The Harvard Clinic analyzed 
state laws around this issue and created a memo outlining 
where this type of transparency was permitted, which the 
coalition gave to Councilor Wu.

Timeline of Events

September to November 2018
Corporate Accountability, participant in the HEAL Food 
Alliance conference, forms a coalition of community 
organizations whose stakeholders would be impacted by 
the GFPP. Additionally, Councilor Wu begins meeting with 
the coalition to discuss the development of an ordinance.

April 12, 2019
The mayor signs the ordinance, which is set to be codified 
in chapter 4 of the City of Boston Municipal Code.

Summer 2018

Participants from the HEAL Food Alliance’s conference 
come together to discuss local procurement as a method 
to provide access to healthy foods in Boston’s public 
institutions.

December 2018
The first draft of the ordinance, entitled An Ordinance 
Regarding Good Food Purchasing Standards in the City of 
Boston, is completed and shared with the coalition. City 
Council holds a public hearing to gather feedback on the 
draft ordinance and community members and the coalition 
share concerns about transparency and equity. Coalition 
members reach out.

January 2019
The coalition returns the draft with their suggested edits.

January to February 2019
City councilors have internal working sessions and develop 
a second draft.

March 2019
Councilor Wu shares the second draft of the ordinance with 
the coalition which supports the new draft.

March 20, 2019
The ordinance passes in a city council meeting.

The second issue that the coalition identified was that the policy lacked language around equity. The coalition looked 
at the racial equity report that Boston published in 2017 for guidance. “We took that language from the report and put 
it in the policy,” said Suzanne Adely from the Food Chain Workers Alliance. This language prioritizes food vendors that 
demonstrate a track record of hiring and investing in local disadvantaged communities; provide a living wage; are local 
minority, disabled, or women-owned businesses; and operate in low-income communities.

After discussions with Councilor Wu, the proposals around transparency and equity were included in the final policy. 
From January to the end of February 2019, city councilors held internal working sessions. When the second draft was 
completed, it was sent to the coalition for review. The coalition approved the second draft and the ordinance passed in a 
city council meeting on March 20, 2019. On April 12, 2019, the ordinance was signed by the mayor.
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THE FINAL POLICY

-Keltie Vance from Corporate Accountability, an organization that 
led the coalition to develop the ordinance with city officials

“We believe the city felt compelled 
to pass this ordinance because of 
the broad cross-sector coalition 
encouraging local procurement.”

Courtesy of Councilor Michelle Wu’s office.

It took less than a year for the city to pass this ordinance, 
which was largely due to the leadership of Councilor Wu, the 
involvement of Corporate Accountability, and the dedication 
of the coalition. “Thanks to strong community involvement 
from a committed coalition, we were able to translate the 
urgency of food access needs into a quick timeline for this 
legislative step,” said Councilor Wu. “Boston became the 
first city in the Northeast to take action in guaranteeing 
local, healthy, sustainable food procurement, and it has 
opened up possibilities for even more progress on food 
access.”

John Stoddard, a coalition member from Health Care 
Without Harm, was also appreciative of Councilor Wu’s 
efforts. “Councilor Wu was so on board which helped pass 
the ordinance quickly,” he said. “However, it would not have 
been as strong of an ordinance without community input, 
especially input from the coalition of organizations who 
represented so many of the stakeholders who are impacted 
by this new legislation.”

Courtesy of Councilor Michelle Wu’s office.

Boston Public Schools, which has an $18 million food budget, as well as other agencies and departments that have 
meals programs, such as the Department of Health and Human Services, are required to incorporate Good Food 
Purchasing Standards into their procurement requests and contracts.11

Boston’s GFPP ordinance requires city departments and agencies, which include Boston Public Schools, to follow Good 
Food Purchasing Standards, which emphasize the following values:12

1.	 Support small and mid-sized agricultural and food processing operations within the local area or region;
2.	 Support producers that employ sustainable production systems that reduce or eliminate synthetic pesticides and 

fertilizers; avoid the use of hormones, antibiotics, and genetic engineering; conserve soil and water; protect and 
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Boston’s Good Food Purchasing ordinance is unique, compared to other cities who have passed policies incorporating 
GFPP values, in that it includes a specific section on equity. The ordinance references the State of Equity in Metro Boston 
Policy Agenda 2017 and includes a specific goal to address inequities:13

•	 Encourage prospective food vendors to invest in our disadvantaged and minority communities by including in 
procurement requests preferences for prospective vendors who demonstrate a track record of hiring and investing in 
local disadvantaged communities; provide living wages to all their employees, including frontline food workers; are 
local minority, disabled, and/or women-owned businesses; and are local producers and processors operating in low-
income communities and employing non-toxic, environmentally sustainable methods.14

“The city set a standard and there are no arguments against 
the standard. We are able to assure our community, our 

partners, and our parents that this is how we do business.”

-Laura Benavidez, Executive Director of Food and Nutrition Services, Boston Public Schools

City of Boston’s State of Equity Agenda’s Definition of Equity

How do we define Equity?

Equity is the condition of fair and just inclusion into a society. Equity will exist when those who have been most 
marginalized have equal access to opportunities, power, participation and resources and all have avenues to 
safe, healthy, productive, and fulfilling lives. It requires restructuring deeply entrenched systems of privilege and 
oppression that have led to the uneven distribution of benefits and burdens over multiple generations. Society will 
be stronger when the promise in all of us is actualized. With inspiration from: Policy Link and King County Office of 
Equity and Social Justice.

This language shows that the city is committed to closing the wealth gap and addressing racial equity issues by giving 
priority to vendors from disadvantaged and minority communities. Boston recently has been found to have some of the 
largest disparities between the wealthiest and poorest residents, which has prompted the city to develop a set of policy 
goals and strategies to address disparities.15

enhance wildlife habitat and biodiversity; and reduce on-farm energy consumption and greenhouse gas emissions;
3.	 Protect workers’ rights to freedom of association, to organize a union and collectively bargain in order to better ensure 

safe and healthy working conditions, fair compensation, and access to health insurance and affordable child care for 
all food chain workers;

4.	 Ensure farmers a fair price for their products that covers the cost of production and fair remuneration for their 
management and labor;

5.	 Provide healthy and humane care for farm animals; and
6.	 Promote health and well-being by offering generous portions of vegetables, fruit, and whole grains; reducing salt, 

added sugars, fats, and oils; and eliminating artificial additives.
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IMPLEMENTATION AND NEXT STEPS

City agency and department heads are assembling their own Community Advisory Councils, as outlined in the ordinance, 
to provide guidance during the implementation phase. These Councils must have at least one representative from each of 
the GFPP value categories (listed above).

City departments and agencies that engage in food procurement will adopt the Good Food Purchasing Standards as a 
framework for purchasing, according to the timeline included in the ordinance.16 By April 2020, they must communicate 
these standards to their suppliers and distributors and request data to help the department or agency complete a baseline 
assessment of procurement practices.17 Six months after the baseline assessment is completed, they must develop and 
adopt an action plan with “benchmarks” to measure progress towards the standards, including accountability systems to 
confirm “sourcing commitments and assess current food procurement practices.”18

The City of Boston felt strongly that it was important to ensure a transparent process in order to “charter an ever-improving 
path toward greater sustainability in Boston food procurement.”19

Pictured is a BPS principal, BPS Superintendent, L. Benavidez, 
and N. Fisher. Courtesy of Laura Benavidez, Food and Nutrition 
Services Executive Director at Boston Public Schools.

A salad bar from a Boston Public School. Courtesy of Laura 
Benavidez, Food and Nutrition Services Executive Director at 
Boston Public Schools.

The city also understood the dual importance of ensuring 
vendor confidentiality and a competitive process, as well as 
providing transparency and built-in time for public review 
and comments.

According to the ordinance, within one year after their 
baseline assessment has been completed, city departments 
and agencies must incorporate the Good Food Purchasing 
Standards into new procurement contracts and requests.20 
First, the Office of Neighborhood Services will send a 
representative, who also represents “city constituents,” 
to a department or agency to evaluate how they respond 
to procurement requests.21 Second, the department or 
agency will hold a public hearing “within 60 days of final 
approval and acceptance of responses to procurement 
requests.”22 Lastly, they must publicly post on their website 
their evaluation process, reason for selection, and all 
procurement requests and supporting information, 30 days 
prior to the public hearing.23 Any confidential business 
information that is protected by the State of Massachusetts 
will not be included in the release.24

In terms of reporting, city departments and agencies that 
are subject to this ordinance must share an annual progress 
report with the City Council, which will be publicly available 
online and in print. Within two years of completing the 
baseline assessment, city agencies and departments will 
request their first annual assessment from the Center for 
Good Food Purchasing, which they will present at a public 
hearing. The assessment will be shared online and at all 
Boston Public Libraries in print form 30 days prior to the 
public hearings. The public hearing is an opportunity for 
each department or agency to “receive public comments 
on the progress…toward more sustainable procurement 
under the Good Food Purchasing Program.”25 Each year 
going forward city departments and agencies will continue 
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ANTICIPATED POLICY IMPACT AND CHALLENGES

This policy has the potential to have a significant impact on institutional food procurement for city departments and 
agencies in Boston and will likely have a ripple effect on food distributors, farmers, and farmworkers, among others in the 
region. City agencies and departments will need to follow the steps outlined in the ordinance, which will require additional 
time and effort on their part. Food producers and distributors hoping to sell to agencies and departments in the City of 
Boston will likely need to change their own practices to adhere to, or at least make progress in the direction of, the Good 
Food Purchasing Standards.

After adopting the GFPP, the Los Angeles Unified School 
District saw a large increase in the percentage of local 
fruits and vegetables served, from 9 percent to 75 percent 
in just the first two years. 26 The anticipated impact is 
extremely positive based on what other localities have 
seen, though the full impact of the ordinance in Boston 
is unclear at this time because the legislation is so new 
and Boston Public Schools have been operating remotely 
since March 2020 with meals being distributed at school 
sites throughout the community during the COVID-19 
pandemic.

Laura Benavidez from Boston Public Schools suggests 
there is more work to be done before Boston will see the 
results they want from this policy change. One potential 
issue is the way that Boston Public Schools contracts 
with food suppliers and distributors. Courtesy of Councilor Michelle Wu’s office.

“Right now, our contracts are annual. We may ask our distribution contracts to sign a contract based on these standards, 
but that contract will be up and ready for renewal in a year,” said Benavidez. Some departments are considering allowing 
for possible extensions of contracts if they are meeting GFPP standards and benchmarks to address this issue.

Another anticipated challenge is pricing. Departments and agencies are anticipating higher costs for the food that meets 
GFPP standards. Benavidez explained, “The concerns with GFPP is that we can incorporate the ordinance’s language 
into our bids but at the end of the day when you are going through a bid, it doesn’t matter how amazing and how much 
they meet the GFPP standards, if the bid price is too expensive, we simply cannot choose them.Therefore, we need to 
rethink the process, which is moving from bids to Request for Proposals (RFPs). This is a lengthier process but focuses 
on additional values besides price.” Consequently, purchasing agencies and departments may not be able to afford food 
that meets all GFPP standards.

Some coalition members are concerned generally with the implementation phase. “I think it will be really challenging to 
ask the city, which is an enormous bureaucracy, to significantly change the way they do things,” said Simca Horwitz from 
Massachusetts Farm to School. “However, the point is to challenge the way that cities currently purchase.” It appears that 
the city stands behind the values of this ordinance, but the actual mechanics of implementation will be significantly more 
complex to tackle.

to request an annual assessment from the Center for Good Food Purchasing and present an annual public hearing.
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LESSONS LEARNED

Some key lessons and best practices were shared by the experts we spoke with for this case study.
These lessons include the following:

•	 Understand and consider relevant state laws when drafting local laws. Whenever looking to pass a local law, consider 
relevant state laws to ensure that your proposed local law does not conflict with state law. In this case, the Harvard 
Food Law and Policy Clinic provided guidance to the City of Boston in terms of Massachusetts procurement law and 
what provisions could be included in the ordinance regarding transparency.

•	 Build a diverse coalition of invested stakeholders. The coalition convened by Corporate Accountability included many 
stakeholder groups deeply involved in the policy development process. This group represented multiple perspectives 
and provided constructive feedback to the City Councilors who were drafting the policy. Ultimately, the final policy was 
stronger because of their involvement.

•	 Explicitly prioritize racial equity. Many cities across the U.S. are developing equity language to guide their policy 
decisions. By specifically including an equity GFPP value, prospective food vendors are encouraged to invest in 
disadvantaged and minority communities (see section above for more detail). Also of note, in the Metro Boston Policy 
Agenda one of the key guiding principles for policy priorities is to lead with racial equity.27 For example, Boston passed 
a policy tasking the Small and Local Business Enterprise Office to develop a Supplier Diversity Program in order to 
ensure that minority- and women-owned businesses are aware of and considered for city contract opportunities.28

•	 Find the support of a local policy champion. Councilor Michelle Wu was a strong proponent of the Good Food Purchasing 
Program and was determined to get a policy passed in Boston. With her efforts, the policy passed in less than a year.

•	 Be prepared for challenges that come up during implementation. Especially with ambitious policies, it is important to 
understand the anticipated challenges and be proactive in addressing issues during the policy development process 
as much as possible. In this case, some institutional buyers have expressed concerns about pricing and contract 
durations, as noted above.

ABOUT THE HEALTHY FOOD POLICY PROJECT (HFPP)

HFPP identifies and elevates local laws that seek to promote access to healthy food while also contributing to strong local 
economies, an improved environment, and health equity, with a focus on socially disadvantaged and marginalized groups. 
HFPP is a four-year collaboration of Vermont Law School’s Center for Agriculture and Food Systems, the Public Health 
Law Center, and the Rudd Center for Food Policy and Obesity at the University of Connecticut. This project is funded by the 
National Agricultural Library, Agricultural Research Service, U.S. Department of Agriculture.
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