
THE REAL FOOD CHALLENGE 
Real Food Campus Commitment 

 
I. Introduction 
 

The youngest generation of Americans today will be the first in our nation’s history with a shorter 
lifespan than their parents, thanks in part to the food they eat.i  Our food system is driving an epidemic of 
diabetes and diet-related diseaseii, while also fueling climate changeiii and the loss of our nation’s family 
farmers.iv The challenge is there’s just not enough ‘real food’ out there—it’s less than two percent of our 
national food economy. Fortunately our nation’s colleges and universities are uniquely positioned to 
address these 21st century challenges and help build a truly healthy food economy.  With a combined 
annual purchasing power of almost $5 billion, U.S. colleges and universities have the capacity to significantly 
impact our nation’s food system through their decisions.  Further, by educating students—our future CEOs, 
politicians, parents, and (yes!) farmers—we can cultivate the leadership and the ingenuity needed to 
successfully transition to a healthier, more sustainable food system.   

 
Real Food Challenge’s Real Food Campus Commitment provides a unique opportunity for college 

and university administrators to exhibit leadership in this field by, (1) making a commitment to purchasing 
at least 20% ‘real food’ by 2020,v (2) sharing their progress and accomplishments over time, and (3) engaging 
their communities in research and education on critical food system issues.  RFC makes this process easy by 
providing a Baseline Campus Food Survey, a Real Food Calculator tracking system, and a comprehensive set of 
Campus Food Policy Provisions designed for implementation at every school, small or large, private or public.  
By signing the commitment you will join a celebrated community of leaders dedicated to supporting a healthy 
food system that strengthens local economies, respects human rights, ensures ecological sustainability, and 
facilitates community involvement and education.  
 
II. The Context 
 

The past decade has seen an incredible upsurge in interest in food-related issues on college 
campuses.  Schools as diverse as Cornell University in New York, University of Wisconsin – Madison, and 
Lane Community College in Oregon have been making ‘real food’ a priority on their campuses, with other 
institutions joining the cause in increasing numbers.  Since 2008 the Real Food Challenge has successfully 
championed this cause—training over 3,500 student leaders on hundreds of campuses and working with a 
select group to shift $33 million in existing purchasing budgets to local, fair, ecologically sound and humane 
food sources.   Now, according to some food service industry estimates, about half of the country’s 15 million 
college students have access to some organic food on campus.vi  Other reports show that nearly 100% of the 200 
wealthiest colleges and universities are now purchasing local food.vii   

 
Despite these significant changes, little consensus exists on what makes “good” food and too little 

substantive coordination occurs between schools and industry players.  By providing a proven policy model and 
implementation process that can be adapted to meet the needs of all schools, RFC’s Real Food Campus 
Commitment will eliminate the need to “go it alone” and instead knit together these separate efforts into a 
supportive, productive network.  Just as the President’s Climate Commitmentviii enabled colleges and 
universities to formally codify their dedication to mitigating global climate change through a nationally 
recognized pledge, the Real Food Campus Commitment will support signatory schools, connect them with 
potential partners in their region, and bring national attention to the great strides they make. 
 
III. Why Real Food?  
 

Food has always been a key concern for prospective students, and issues of social and environmental 
justice are more important to them now than ever before.  Students want their schools to reflect and promote 
their values, including through the food served in their dining halls.  According to the Princeton Review, 65% of 



prospective college students interviewed said a college’s “commitment to environmental issues” would 
influence their application and enrollment decisions.ix  Real food, and related environmental and social issues, 
now plays a critical role in attracting students to institutions of higher education.  

 
In addition to drawing prospective students, investing in locally produced food is also proven to 

improve the surrounding community’s health and economic stability.  University procurement dollars spent 
locally have the potential to circulate two to four times more than when spent on non-local products.x  Recent 
studies show that a dollar spent on local agriculture earns back $2.80 in community income—40% more than 
agricultural products procured at a distance.xi  Adding real food to their budgets provides schools with an 
opportunity to engage the surrounding community, enrich relationships that can often be tenuous, and 
demonstrate a clear commitment to supporting the local economy. 

 
IV. Why the Real Food Campus Commitment?  
 

The Real Food Campus Commitment provides a simple, expert-approved, student-tested model for 
achieving food policy changes and evaluating progress.  At a time when increasing numbers of sustainability 
tracking tools, surveys and programs are being introduced, many college administrators and students are tuning 
them out as a jumble of “green noise.”xii  The Real Food Challenge has navigated this confusion and designed a 
comprehensive model, which, while compatible with other assessment programs (such as AASHE’s STARS), 
goes beyond them in scope and efficacy.  The Real Food Campus Commitment’s implementation process is 
straightforward and flexible, and was developed and tested by campus sustainability experts including Anim 
Steel, Amie Frisch, Tim Galarneau, Erin Gaines, and Sue DeBlieck. 

 
V. Implementing the Commitment 
 

RFC’s food policy provisions have already been implemented with great success at schools across 
the country.  For example,  the University of Missouri-Columbia, MO has introduced the new Missouri Food 4 
Missouri People program that will soon increase the percentage of locally produced food at “Mizzou” to 15%.  
Further east, dining services at Yale University in Connecticut has pledged to provide 45% “sustainable” food 
by 2013.  Schools of all shapes and sizes are successfully making real food an affordable reality for their 
students, faculty, and staff.  

 
 The Real Food Campus Commitment process includes just a few easy steps.xiii  After completing the 
Baseline Assessmentxiv, schools use the Real Food Calculator to determine the breakdown of their current 
purchases.  This standardized, comprehensive evaluation of food quality allows schools to identify their 
current standing and make realistic goals for the future.  Following the Calculator Assessment, schools use 
the Real Food Policy Provisions to create a customized Campus Food Plan, which outlines the step-by-step 
transition toward 20% real food.  Throughout this process, the Real Food Challenge will closely support 
signatory schools to ensure that they can successfully meet their goals.  
 
VI. Conclusion 
 

With their substantial purchasing power, U.S. colleges and universities can dramatically impact our 
nation’s food system by choosing to support real food that is produced locally, fairly, sustainably, and 
humanely.  Students across the country value these purchasing priorities, and the Real Food Campus 
Commitment makes them a manageable option for schools.  Equipped with effective assessment, planning, and 
implementation programs and connected with potential partners, signatories will have all the tools and support 
they need to be successful.  With the support of the Real Food Challenge, schools are already changing the type 
of food served on their campuses and shifting millions of dollars toward small farmers, fair trade businesses, 
sustainable agriculture, humane animal husbandry, and healthy food.  By signing the Real Food Campus 
Commitment, administrators and food service professionals like you can join these leaders in building and 
strengthening a healthy food system that supports your whole community.  



VII.  List of Endorsers (as of 12/15/2011) 
 

• California Climate and Agriculture Network 
• Community Alliance for Global Justice 
• Cooperative Food Empowerment Directive (CoFed) 
• CS Mott Group for Sustainable Food Systems 
• Equal Exchange 
• Fair Food Network 
• Green America 
• Greenhorns 
• Humane Society of the United States 
• Johnson County Local Food Alliance (Iowa City, IA) 
• Northeast Sustainable Agriculture Working Group (NESAWG) 
• Northwest Agriculture Business Center 
• Red Tomato 
• Roots of Change  
• Sierra Student Coalition 
• Student/Farmworker Alliance  
• UNITE Here!  
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