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For over 10 years, the Intervale Food Hub, an enterprise of the Intervale Center, has

been working with Sodexo and the University of Vermont – a participant in the Real

Food Challenge – to increase their procurement of local foods. In 2015, the Intervale

Food Hub officially became a Sodexo-approved vendor with the goal of launching in

August and reaching $50,000 in sales during the 2015-16 academic year.

Given that we are not a mainstream distributor that delivers seven days a week, nor do

we have a wide range of products available year-round, we recognized that we would

need to create new scale-appropriate systems at Sodexo that facilitate procurement

from an alternative local foods distributor. With support from the John Merck Fund, we

set out to advance our work with Sodexo to ensure that the Intervale Food Hub, our

farmers and food producers, and Sodexo at University of Vermont (UVM) can

successfully establish a long-term vendor relationship that works for all parties in the

value chain. Our goal was to demonstrate how to work with a contract foodservice

company at a medium-sized college (serving 10,000 students) to effectively meet their

demands without compromising our commitment to our producers, the high quality of

our products, and our bottom line.     

Introduction

Lessons Learned: Selling to Sodexo at the University of Vermont 
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At the Intervale Center, we believe in the power of good food to change the world. We are working to

replace the current industrial food system, which is anonymous and environmentally and socially

destructive, with a community food system, which is familiar, human-scale, and restorative of both

human and natural communities. For over 25 years, we have led the community food movement in

Vermont, New England and the world. We take a systemic, entrepreneurial approach, providing

business planning and technical assistance to Vermont’s farmers and food producers and building

successful social enterprises that open new markets and restore our environment.

About the Intervale Center and Intervale Food Hub

Founded in 2008, the Intervale Food Hub is a social enterprise

of the Intervale Center. It is an online local foods market,

working with nearly 40 Vermont producers and selling direct to

individuals and families and wholesale to restaurants, caterers,

grocers and institutions in the greater Burlington region. The

Intervale Food Hub is committed to our farmers and food

producers. We offer them a stable market, fair prices and

advanced working capital, improving farm viability and quality

of life. We also provide ongoing technical assistance and

support, enabling them to grown and process more food,

diversify production, develop specialty products and push the

limits of Vermont’s growing season. In sourcing, marketing and

distribution, the Intervale Food Hub maintains a commitment to

a strong local food economy, certified organic and sustainable

farming practices, social responsibility, transparency, nutrition

and health, and environmental conservation.
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Working with the buyers, chefs, and leadership staff of Sodexo at UVM, the Intervale Food Hub is

establishing and implementing a system for institutional procurement to ensure a minimum of $50,000

worth of local produce to Sodexo in 2015-2016.

Project Description

For over a decade, the Intervale Food Hub has worked with Sodexo to establish strategies for providing

more locally produced food to their students and staff. Significant student pressure at UVM has led to a

commitment to the Real Food Challenge, and in 2012, the University signed the Real Food Campus

Commitment, pledging to purchase 20% “Real Food” (local, ecologically sound, fair or humane) by

2020. A working group made up of students, faculty and staff coordinates the implementation of this

commitment, and an explicit focus on local purchasing was built into Sodexo’s 2015 contract with UVM

as a result.

Sodexo currently has an annual food budget of approximately $7.3 million with 13 kitchens providing

13,000 meals each day to students and staff. To meet the Real Food Campus Commitment, Sodexo

needs to reach $1.46 million in real food purchasing by 2020. With 2015-16 data demonstrating

approximately 19% real, there is a 1% gap – or a potential market of $73,000 – remaining. Additionally,

the hope is that Sodexo will continue to push beyond 20% in the coming years.

In this project, our intention is to support Sodexo to fulfill their commitment to build a values-based food

economy. We have made significant investments in our social enterprise and in our relationships with

Sodexo, and this work culminated with us becoming an approved vendor in 2015.

In partnership with Sodexo, we set a 2015-16 calendar year target of $50,000 in sales through the

Intervale Food Hub. The following report highlights the lessons learned from our first year as an approved

vendor. 
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In the 2015-16 school year, the Intervale Food Hub sold $47, 246 of produce toward the $50,000 sales

target to Sodexo. Over the course of the year, we worked with Sodexo chefs, buyers and leadership

staff to coordinate ordering, distributing, billing, marketing, and promotional systems to enhance local

foods procurement. While we came close to our financial target, and we hope that the systems we have

built are sustainable, it was not easy meeting this goal, and it is clear that barriers to growing this

market remain. Below are the lessons learned through our work with Sodexo at UVM. 

Lessons Learned

The Intervale Food Hub has been cultivating relationships with

Sodexo at UVM for over 10 years. These relationships were critical

to creating successful procurement systems and meeting our

financial targets. We had honest and transparent conversations

with the Sodexo leadership team throughout the entire project. 

Relationships Matter

Since the Intervale Food Hub is a social enterprise, it was

important for us to make sure that the financials work. We

clearly identified sales goals for building our wholesale

program, set an initial target with Sodexo, and consistently

monitored progress along the way. We also worked with

Sodexo to define the market size and future potential for sales

to determine the long-term viability of selling to Sodexo and

maintaining a viable wholesale business.

Financials Matter
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The Sodexo market at UVM is not that large; the total annual food budget is $7.3M, and the largest

product categories are grocery, dairy and produce. Although the Intervale Food Hub is a full-scale

distributor carrying produce, meats, seafood, eggs, cheese and value-added products, we primarily

market produce. The annual produce budget at UVM Sodexo is approximately $1.2M, and only a

small portion of this can actually be produced in Vermont. The average sales through the Intervale

Food Hub are around $1,500/week. While all shifts toward local are positive, these weekly volumes

are low and make it difficult to justify the associated expenses (i.e. insurance liability premiums,

third-party audits, and the cost of ordering and distribution logistics to coordinate local supply) of

selling to institutions. In addition, Sodexo is working with many local vendors, resulting in smaller

orders for each vendor. 

Volumes are Small

We learned quickly that there were many differences between the Intervale Food Hub and

mainstream broadline distributors. It was important for us to define these differences and to work

with the Sodexo team on the ground to successfully build systems that highlight and encourage

sales through the Intervale Food Hub. For example, chefs generally do not need to plan their orders

in advance since they have access to mainstream distributors 24 hours a day and 7 days a week.

The Intervale Food Hub, on the other hand, orders from farmers in real time and does not keep a

standing inventory of product. In order for us to be more competitive, we increased our deliveries

from once a week to twice a week, and we increased pre-planning efforts with chefs. Sodexo chefs

are also accustomed to purchasing products at the cheapest price so when we found that sales

were lagging with the Intervale Food Hub, the Campus Executive Chef and higher-level

administrators had to step in to remind chefs to order from us. It was necessary for the

administrators to develop new lines of communication with the chefs to support their commitment

to an alternative distributor like the Intervale Food Hub.  

Alternative Distributors Require Alternative Systems
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It was critical for us to do pre-planning work with the Sodexo team to identify crops and estimated

volumes so we could successfully plan availability with local producers. While this work was

important, we found that there were no guarantees, and flexibility was required due to changing

menus and varying commitment levels from chefs. For example, our initial sales and product list

were tailored towards on-campus retail locations with the assumption that these locations were

the most flexible regarding menus, pricing and logistics. We found, however, that the weekly orders

from retail locations were small and sales were low, compromising the operational logistics with

our farm suppliers. In response, we worked with the team at Sodexo to identify a few priority

products that we could streamline into the Unlimited Dining Halls. This change increased volumes

and sales considerably, but we also discovered that each residential dining hall has a different

chef with their unique menus and systems for procurement. Flexibility is necessary since all

stakeholders – Intervale Food Hub, Sodexo administration and chefs – are learning and adapting

along the way.  

  

Flexibility is Necessary 

Although we clearly found opportunities for increased local

food sales to Sodexo, price remains a significant barrier to

growing the institutional market. We can continue to make

slow, incremental progress, but real change will require

institutional change at the corporate and university level.

Price is a Significant Barrier



Intervale Center 180 Intervale Rd, Burlington VT 05401  (802) 660-0440 www.intervale.org 
                                                                          

To create systemic changes in food procurement at the institutional level, it is necessary to foster

culture change from the top down. This change will take time, and it will require a serious

commitment from both Sodexo and the University of Vermont. The commitment to the Real Food

Challenge has been an important step in the right direction, but more work is still necessary to

change the food culture at UVM. Increased campus-wide staff and chef training is essential.

Students need to be pushed out of their comfort zone, and they need to start demanding and

eating higher quality, healthier and more diverse foods. More marketing and promotion to educate

faculty and students to grow the demand for local foods on campus is necessary. Instead of

retrofitting old systems, there is a need to develop new markets centered on local food. The focus

needs to shift from substituting local for non-local in the dining halls to creating new systems and

innovations such as all-local salad bars or dining halls that will systemically change institutional

procurement and consumption.

True Culture Change is Necessary and Takes Time

Our project goal was to work with Sodexo at University of Vermont to effectively meet their demands

without compromising our commitment to our producers, the high quality of our products, and our

bottom line. While we achieved this goal with nearly $50,000 in sales during the 2015-16 calendar year,

we need to increase annual sales in subsequent years to reach financial sustainability. Moving forward,

we hope to continue working with Sodexo at UVM to identify opportunities for increasing local food

sales on campus over the next two to three years. Our top strategies will include ongoing refinement of

priority products and estimated volumes, additional marketing and promotional work to increase student

awareness and advocacy and support for new initiatives such as an all-local salad bar or farm-to-table

dining hall. On a broader scale, however, we remain mindful that the standard is still based on a cheap

food production system so real change will be slow, requiring persistence and a deep institutional

cultural transformation.

Conclusion


