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13.1  - Mansfield Farms to Families Program  

The Mansfield Farms to Family Program (MFFP) is an innovative program that connects the 

Mansfield community, benefits asset-limited households and families with fresh produce and 

farm products, and provides a new market to local farmers. Beginning in late spring 2021 as a 

pilot, the program continues to grow and evolve as the team learns from its successes and 

mistakes. The following narrative explains the Farms to Families Program from the lens of 

equity. This narrative can also be found in section 1.1 Optimize for Equity of this application.  

Facilitated by the Town’s Human Services Department, the MFFP program ensures that 

supplemental food program recipients can gain access to fresh fruits, vegetables and other farm 

products that are locally sourced—grown by local farmers.  Not only do families receive fresh, 

quality foods through this program, but the model promotes purchasing from small farm 

businesses and supports them with additional customers for their CSA productions as well as 

market-rate income. Like many communities, the COVID-19 virus, both through loss of income 

as well as rising expenses, has affected many Mansfield residents. Prior to COVID-19, there 

were 89 Mansfield households approved for Mansfield’s fee waiver program based on income 

eligibility (capped at 50% of median income), 79 households using Section 8 vouchers for 

affordable housing, and 23% of Mansfield K-8 students qualified for free and reduced-price 

meals. Our Department of Human Services works with our most vulnerable residents, providing 

services to children, families, and seniors. This work provides them with tremendous insight into 

the challenges these residents are facing because of the COVID-19 virus. Since the beginning 

of the COVID-19 pandemic, they estimate there are between 100-200 households struggling to 

meet their basic needs for food, housing, and health care. 

The goal of Mansfield Farms to Families Program is to increase access to local fresh foods from 

area farms to Asset Limited Income Constrained Employed (known as ALICE) households. The 

Mansfield Farms to Family program is designed to help connect local farms with Mansfield 

residents to provide fresh, local products for meal preparation, therefore benefitting households 

and local farm businesses. 

It is estimated that 27% of families in our state (2018 data) can be considered ALICE 

households (with another 11% living below the poverty line), and 29% of the families in Tolland 

County. Data from the 2020 ALICE report from the United Way indicates 49% of families in 

Mansfield are ALICE or poverty households—nearly half! This data proves there is a significant 

need for food assistance within our local community, even among families who are employed 

and living above the poverty level. 

Overview of Food Programs in Mansfield. 

The impact of the pandemic on household income and expenses has only served to highlight 

the ongoing struggle many residents have with meeting basic needs. 

According to data from Feeding America 

(http://map.feedingamerica.org/county/2018/overall/connecticut/county/tolland), 9.2% of Tolland 

County residents are considered food-insecure, and of those residents, 54% have incomes 

which exceed 185% of the federal poverty level, making them ineligible for SNAP and other 

nutrition program benefits.  

https://alice.ctunitedway.org/meet-alice-2/
http://map.feedingamerica.org/county/2018/overall/connecticut/county/tolland
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The United Way of CT, who conducts regular surveys about ALICE Households, shares a 

Household Survival Budget, a tool used to assess financial hardship for working families. The 

budget is calculated by using the bare minimum cost option for each of the five necessities to 

develop a monthly budget that covers the essentials plus taxes and a 10% miscellaneous 

contingency. 

For a family of four to cover all of the costs in the Household Survival Budget, their annual 

income would need to be more than double the U.S. poverty threshold of $24,300.  In its 2018 

report (now four years ago) the United Way showed a single adult in Tolland County, CT would 

need to spend $314 monthly on food to survive, and 1 family of two adults and two children 

requires $951. 

The general need for food security and nutrition assistance among Mansfield residents is also 

indicated through increasing participation in local assistance programs:  

 Free and Reduced Lunch. 32% of children enrolled in Mansfield Public Schools (K-8th 

grade) qualified for free or reduced lunch in March 2020. 

 Mansfield Public Schools Family Food Distributions. To meet the nutritional needs of 

families during the pandemic, Mansfield Public Schools provided meal and food 

distributions after schools had closed: 

o From March through the end of June 2020, Mansfield Public Schools provided 

meal distributions (breakfast and lunch, 5 days per week) for 90-100 families. 

o Mansfield Public Schools summer food distributions (breakfast/lunch 7-days per 

week) had a peak sign-up of 94 families, with 75-80% actually picking up food. 

o The Mansfield Public School meal distributions were provided to any family with 

a child in the schools and was not limited to families which qualified for free and 

reduced lunch.  

With the planned partial reopening of school on September 2, 2021, the summer meal 

distribution ended the week of August 10, eliminating this source of assistance for 

families with children.  There is no summer meal program for children in Mansfield in 

summer 2022. 

 Mansfield Senior Center-Meal Deliveries. Prior to the pandemic, the Mansfield Senior 

Center provided approximately 27 lunches for seniors each weekday and 18-20 lunches 

two days per week at the Maple Road Café, which is located in the Senior Center. While 

the primary customers of the Café are seniors, it is open to the public. Due to the 

vulnerability of the senior population, the Senior Center remained closed during the early 

stages of the pandemic. However, the Senior Center has continued food assistance to 

vulnerable seniors through a temporary meal delivery program, which provided 511 

meals from April to June 2020 to seniors that do not qualify for the Meals on Wheels 

program, which is limited to residents age 60 and older that are homebound. The Meals 

on Wheels program distributed 1,192 meals during the same time period. 

 USDA The Emergency Food Assistance Program (TEFAP). While demand fluctuates 

from month to month, distribution of food and meals through the TEFAP program has 

also increased since the start of the pandemic. While there is a mixture of households  

which received TEFAP assistance, the majority of recipients are Mansfield residents. 
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 Hartford/Tolland County Mobile Foodshare. 522 households received assistance during 

three (3) distribution days in July as compared to 225 households across two days in 

April.   

 

Identifying the Need for Access to Fresh, Local Produce. 

 

The Mansfield Farms to Families Program was designed in direct response to expressed 

residents’ needs.  Many of our resident clients who receive traditional supplemental food 

programs or services, such as TEFAP, had provided feedback to Town social workers about the 

nature of the food distributions they received.  Most programs supplied pre-packaged, shelf 

stable and/or canned foods, not fresh products.  Family caregivers expressed fresh fruits and 

produce are expensive to purchase, and they would like to be preparing more fresh foods to 

their families. The social services staff were eager to find a way to support local families and 

households through town-organized programs to fill this need. 

Additional input was also shared with staff through local farmers.  Many Mansfield local farmers 

sell Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) shares for their produce as their marketing model.  

This works by households paying a lump sum in the spring, then the CSA provides bags of fresh 

produce each week or throughout the growing season.  When the farmers engaged with 

residents, many consumers expressed their desire to participate in a weekly fresh produce 

program like this, but were dismayed with their income and food budget would not allow them to 

invest hundreds of dollars up front at one time for this service.  The farmers shared this input 

with Town services—was there a way to offer discounted share prices to low-income, qualifying 

families so they might also afford a CSA share.   

A lack of access to fresh, healthy foods in Asset Limit Income Constrained Employed (ALICE) 

households contributes to poor diets, higher levels of obesity and other diet-related diseases.  

Food access is more than just whether there are grocery stores in a community, but as 

importantly, whether households can afford to purchase food.   Affordability is closely related to 

rates of employment and job quality.  When underserved communities connect with local 

farmers and food businesses, the connection expands marketing opportunities, drives the 

growth of new local businesses, creates jobs, and increases food access.  

 

Two Convenient Options for Access to Locally Grown Food through MFFP 

 

The Town of Mansfield piloted two strategies to boost access to fresh, locally sourced food for 

ALICE households.  The strategies included 1) partially sponsored CSA memberships, and 2) 

food box distributions. 

For qualifying applicants under the first option, MFFP pays a portion of a CSA share for the 

season with the remaining balance paid by the participant (For example, if a CSA share costs 

$500 minus $300 MFFP’s sponsorship of the share equals $200 paid by the participant/family.) 

The second option ensures a regular provision of food box distributions throughout the season 

at no cost to the family or household with a target of at least five distributions. 

These strategies are based on national models to increase local food access to the targeted 

households.  Farm businesses in Mansfield are interested in selling their products to ALICE 
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households and are excited to be invited to join a network of farmers which supply product for 

food boxes or provide sponsored CSA shares.  Even though the program did not require 

farmers to provide either discounted product or donated products, participating farms in the 

program have been very generous.  The partnership has positively impacted the economic 

viability of our Mansfield and surrounding farms.  

 

Our project capitalizes on the dynamic shifts taking place in how people shop for food, where 

people are looking for food, and how farm businesses are responding.  

  

When the project began in late spring 2021, the Department of Human Services, which 

spearheaded this initiative, worked in conjunction with other Town Departments. This 

partnership, known as Taste of Mansfield, includes the Department of Human Services, 

Department of Parks and Recreation, Mansfield Public Schools, and the Mansfield Public 

Library plus University of Connecticut Extension and the Storrs Farmers Market.  They reached 

out to our shared stakeholders and ALICE Households to identify residents in need of 

assistance.   

Outreach to Families 

To reach families that might benefit from the assistance, staff promoted the program with 

entities that currently provide services and assistance targeted to families with children. 

Tools utilized included (please refer to uploaded document entitled Examples Farms to Families 

Outreach Materials): 

Flyers were distributed electronically through social media and to all school families multiple 

times, and in hard copy form at public events and posted in public spaces.  These flyers 

included specifics on CSA offerings, as well as a general flyer offering the CSA vs. food box 

distribution offerings. 

Social Media.  Utilizing the Human Services Facebook page, as well as the Town of Mansfield, 

Mansfield Public School and the Taste of Mansfield’s pages, this program and the MFFP 

distributions were promoted frequently as a way to encourage additional households to apply. 

Newsletters.  Mansfield Farms to Families was promoted in the Taste of Mansfield partners’ e-

newsletter and in the Town’s e-newsletter in multiple issues. 

Tabling at Events.  Mansfield Farms to Families staff actively promoted the program at the 

regional Know Your Farmer fair in March, at early season Storrs Farmers Markets, and at high-

attendance family events hosted by the schools including the performance of the spring musical 

at the Mansfield Middle School. 

Survey of Households  To ensure those receiving this program’s services have full input on 

improving it year over year, a survey was employed as part of the pilot, and will be issued again 

in 2022. 

Press/Media.  In monthly radio interviews, the Town Manager has included Mansfield Farms to 

Families in his descriptions of Town programs.  Additionally, Mansfield Farms to Families 

received press coverage when it was launched through the local newspaper, The Chronicle. 
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An important component of our pilot of Mansfield Farms to Families Program in the first year 

was a survey of households who participated, as well as an evaluation step with farm produce 

providers.  

The Mansfield Farms to Families program has increased awareness of where residents can 

obtain local fresh food as well as increased the consumer base for area farms.  The focus of the 

program is fresh local produce; however, this program also highlighted other local products such 

as honey and peanut butter.  Due to the nature of the program, funds were spent locally to help 

strengthen the local economy as well as bridging gaps with food insecurities and food waste.  

Future goals include expanding the program to incorporate more farms, collaborating with area 

organizations with similar interest and goals, creating agriculture events to invite targeted 

partners and audience to participate in the program, securing funds for future years.  

Feedback from participants included this information: 

Quote 1- 

"My farm, Cobblestone Farm, participated in both the CSA program and the monthly distribution. 

Both were helpful to the farm, and I was glad to broaden the circle of farm members. Last year, 

selling larger amounts of produce to the Town for the monthly distributions was a great way to 

find a home for the various bumper crops of the season. This coming year, I am planning on 

expanding the CSA, and it's nice to know that some of those shares will be filled through the 

Town program. From a farmer's perspective, the two components of the program, the CSA 

shares and the monthly distributions, complement each other nicely and I look forward to being 

part of the program again.” 

Quote 2 -  

"This was a wonderful program to encourage my children to eat more vegetables and a healthy 

diet. We enjoyed the program and cannot wait to be part of it again." 

Quote 3 - 

"This program was the "Highlight" of our summer.  It was wonderful in every way, allowing me to 

connect with town people, an array of different foods, and the staff at Gurleyville Farm - Nancy, 

Ken and Ron. My son is handicap and it is a constant struggle to get him to eat fruits and 

vegetables, not to mention I am on a fixed income and fresh organic produce is not something 

that I am regularly able to provide for my family.  This program has allowed me to introduce 

different vegetables into his diet.  I have also found out that my son eats his food on his plate 

starting at the 2nd hour, because of this I have continuously given him different/challenging 

foods in this spot so that he tries them.   He is now eating all different types of vegetables, and 

some even with the skin still on.  The staff at the Gurleyville Farm was very helpful, they were 

always there to give me advice on how to prepare foods so that my son would try them, (he has 

a texture issue).  They also had two different pick up times which was a blessing for me.  My 

son also suffers from seizures, which come at any given time.  The two different pick-up times 

allowed me the flexibility to retrieve my produce.  I am hoping to be able to participate in this 

program again this year.” 
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This Project enabled the Town of Mansfield to create and pilot the Mansfield Farms to 
Families Program to increase access to CT Grown foods ALICE households.   

The project goal and outcomes for the pilot year 2021 were: 

Goal – Provide fresh produce to 100 ALICE households with four distributions.  Each distribution 
contained seasonal produce and a dairy component valued at $25.  

Outcome achieved -  

•  CT Grown farm products for 405 food bags distributed throughout five 
distributions, despite falling short of our goal of 100 households being 
served in the pilot year.   

 Early distributions contained an approximate value of $25 with the fall 
harvest products increasing the value between $40 - $50.  (increase in 
cost of products and variety) 

 In addition, distributions contained dairy (milk), seasonal produce, (i.e. 
leafy greens, squash, tomatoes, peppers, etc.), protein (i.e. peanut 
butter, eggs). 

 

Goal -- Supplement the financial contribution of families to make CSA share more 
affordable--15 CSA shares 

 

Outcome achieved -- Secured 15 CSA shares from partner farms and partially 
sponsored a portion of the cost up to a maximum of $350 based on the program 
guidelines.   

 
Goal – Expand customer base of local farm businesses 

 

Outcome achieved -- Five (5) farm businesses in Mansfield reported an expanded customer 
base.  

 
There were many lessons learned throughout this process of developing the Mansfield Farms to 

Families Program in its pilot year, and adjustments are being made to ensure efficiency and 

revisit areas which proved to create challenges.  Some of these include educating recipients of 

CSA shares about how to optimize their share, streamlining applications, marketing, adapting 

distributions to better suit residents’ schedules, and pre- and post-assessment. 

More information on how a CSA works 

In February 2021, our focus was on CSA sign-up.  This included coordinating with farms who 

offered CSA shares as well as securing the ALICE households who wanted to participate in this 

part of the program.  The knowledge of CSA (Community Supported Agriculture) was limited 

overall and communication of how this exactly works through the season can be challenging.   

By paying upfront for a CSA, a household is ensuring sales for a farm throughout the season, 

which means a lot to the farm’s financial security.  The downside to this model is that the 

shareholder is limited to the share/products of that specific farm, and may be challenged to 

utilize the volume of ”bumper” crops a farm produces.   
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Some factors not considered were how to explain to a household if the farm gets tomato blight 

or has an issue related to insect infestation, or when a family is not happy with the quality and/or 

quantity of products (including a lack of variety). 

We learned that many of our households did not understand or consider these factors as this 

was the first time they were able to participate as a CSA shareholder.  Many households quickly 

learned if the produce was not used quickly, the produce could go to waste.  There was also the 

potential of being backlogged with stashes of the same produce over a few weeks or sometimes 

being provided less product than expected.   This is a learning process with the growing season 

of produce (what ripens when) and coordinating with the farms and the schedule of when 

specific fruits and vegetables will be available.   

A comprehensive vetting process needs to be incorporated to educate clients on how CSA’s 

fully operate.  We are working on an application process by which the applicant will provide a 

preferential “Top 10” vegetables/fruits and quantities for the growing season.  This will provide 

households more information to determine which program a better fit. (i.e. CSA vs. food box 

distribution.)  The creation a pamphlet/calendar of “how to eat seasonally and local” will be 

completed for the upcoming year.  Furthermore, special events on the farms will be thoroughly 

explored so the member and farmer can have direct communication.  

It is a program goal for the farmers to help members transition from the supermarket food 

purchase model to the CSA model.  Monthly newsletters, and community-building events can 

promote the CSA share season, a weekly snapshot of upcoming harvests, information on how 

to wash, store, prepare and preserve produce, along with recipes, nutritional information and 

possibly farm updates on crops, weather and pests.   

Promoting the food box distribution opportunity earlier 

In the pilot year of 2021, it was late spring before marketing and applications for the food box 

distribution portion of the Mansfield Farms to Families began.  As a result, a number of 

households did not receive the information as public school sessions were winding down.  The 

promotion coincided with the announcement of COVID-19 vaccine availability, and residents 

were looking forward to much-needed summer activities.  For the upcoming year of 2022, the 

team set a goal to release this information as early as possible via/deploying several marketing 

strategies to reach the target audience.   This included collaborating with the school system, 

social media posts, traditional flyers, town electronic newsletters, taking advantage of public 

tabling events that are beginning to emerge again, and providing an easier/user friendlier sign-

up method. 

Our project staff has learned life has unexpected twists and turns, and sometimes 

accommodations must be made.  On several occasions some of our families were not able to 

be available at the distribution.  This caused us to adapt and hold the perishables for a 24-hour 

period for households who indicated they could pick up by a deadline.  In addition, if a 

household express forfeiture of the product, the items could then be given to another identified 

ALICE household.  Until we adapted a system, this challenge would increase the distribution 

time and disrupt other commitments.  

We are always assessing our approach to the distributions.  As scheduling can be a barrier to 

traditional work schedules we reviewed if alternative dates and times should be provided, and in 

2022 are distributing at two times each distribution day.  Another approach is thinking outside of 
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the box with alternate ways of distributing the perishables to those households while still 

maintaining the freshness of the products and keeping costs to a minimum.  Creative solutions 

maybe the flexibility of a same-day home delivery. 

Teaching about fresh foods 

Another challenge encountered was an unfamiliarity of some perishable items provided to our 

participating families. In 2022 we are concentrating on providing resources; such as recipes an 

preparation ideas to encourage households to experiment with the new items to expand their 

palates.  In the future, our collaboration with CLICK kitchen to offer cooking classes and 

nutrition education, will give our ALICE households the tools with which to enhance their Farms 

to Families experience and expand their culinary palate. 

We will continue to employ a pre/post survey approach to garner pertinent information about the 

effectiveness and impact of this program on the targeted demographic.   

Learning from the pilot year prompted our team to add some questions to the initial application, 

however, we continue to identify more in-depth questions that will benefit our program in the 

future by providing a better picture of the participants’ and experience with utilizing fresh, locally 

produced foods in their own kitchens. 

 

 


