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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
University of Washington Medical Center has 
implemented a facility-wide Regional Organic 
Purchasing Policy to address issues within our 
current food system that threaten our food 
supply and the health of our communities.   The 
organization has made a strong commitment to an 
environmental nutrition approach by growing the 
regional organic food supply through a partnership 
with area food aggregation centers and local food 
programs including farm to table.

DEMOGRAPHICS INFORMATION
The University of Washington Medical Center 
(UWMC) is a nationally renowned teaching hospital 
affiliated with the University of Washington. UWMC 
is a 500 bed hospital providing highly specialized 
care to the greater Seattle area and beyond with 
many patients traveling from outside of Washington 
State.

Consistently ranked among the top hospitals in 
the country for patient wellness, the organization 
has over 6,000 employees, 63,000 patients 

annually, and serves more than 200, 000 meals 
each year with a strong emphasis on sustainably 
produced foods and local procurement. UWMC 
has accumulated multiple Healthy Food in Health 
Care awards for their healthy and environmentally 
focused food service operations, including two in 
2014.

PROBLEM
It is estimated that the environmental and health 
care costs of pesticide use in U.S. conventional 
agriculture at the EPA recommended levels are $10 
billion annually (see Cornell study).  Conventional 
agriculture practices are threatening our food 
supply by degrading soil, polluting air and water, 
negatively impacting wildlife and fisheries, 
and leading to chronic health concerns such as 
neurodegenerative disorders and cancer. Certified 
Organic agriculture reduces our reliance on toxic 
inputs and works to promote biodiversity and 
ecological balance. 

Health care institutions are beginning to 
internalize the environmental nutrition 
concerns, taking action within their food service 
departments by focusing on regionally produced 
organic foods produced with fewer toxic inputs. 
Purchasing regionally produced organics through 
existing institutional supply chains presents 
unique challenges, with lack of consistent supply 
and variety being the most frequently cited 
concerns. Alternative purchasing pathways 
through local food distribution programs can 
bring institutions closer to their regional food 
supply, with more variety than traditional 
distributors and often a better price to the 
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producer. Local food programs are often more agile 
than large distributors, working with many small 
and mid-size growers to procure a wide variety of 
rare, hybrid, and culturally appropriate products in 
addition to traditional staple crops.  

ADDRESSING THE PROBLEM
In 2011, UWMC signed the Healthy Food in Health 
Care Pledge propelling the development of their 
progressive purchasing policies, which are now 
frequently used as the health care food service 
industry benchmark for sustainable purchasing. 
This purchasing document implements the 
environmental nutrition framework  by procuring 
regional Certified Organic products: “The food 
we eat is critical to our wellbeing, and in times of 
sickness, our recovery.  Similarly, the increasing 
production of local, sustainable and organic food 
products improves the strength of local economies 
and environments.” 

UWMC’s strategic plan encourages the procurement 
and growth of regional organic products through 
three main objectives:

1. Working with Local Suppliers 
UWMC food service department encourages 
out-of-contract purchasing allotments to source 
regional organics. This objective highlights 
the importance of securing partnerships with 

local vendors over existing large distributors to 
further support regionally grown agriculture 
and grow local food programs such as food 
hubs, aggregation centers and farm to table 
partnerships. UWMC also prioritized purchasing 
from the UW Student Farm located on campus. 

2. Labeling of Product Origin  
Many distributors claim products are regionally 
produced, but are unable to verify exactly where 
products originated.  UWMC firmly believes that 
health care institutions should push distributors 
to report and label product origins to aid 
institutions in sustainable purchasing efforts. The 
purchasing guidelines outline their commitment 
to this by encouraging current partners to 
divulge product origin on ordering guides. 

3. Encouraging Distributors to Expand 
Regional Organic Offerings 
UWMC’s increased demand for regional 
organics sends a clear message to distributors 
that institutions are supporting the organics 
movement. Health care institutions should 
continue to use purchasing dollars to push for 
increased variety of regional organic products 
by verbalizing needs and a purchasing volume 
commitment to their supply chain.   

4. Evidence-based Purchasing Policies 
The food service team frequently draws on 
the resources and clinicians available through 
the UW Schools of Medicine, Nutrition, and 
Public Health to ensure purchasing decisions 
are evidenced-based in terms of nutrition and 
environmental health. 

The food we eat is critical to 
our wellbeing, and in times 
of sickness and recovery.  
Similarly, the increasing 
production of local, sustainable 
and organic food products 
improves the strength of local 
economies and environments”  
– UWMC Internal Purchasing Policy

https://noharm-uscanada.org/documents/expanding-regional-organic-purchasing-health-cares-role-promoting-sustainable-food-systems
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IMPLEMENTATION PROCESS
The UWMC Food and Nutrition Services Director, 
Charles Zelinksi, and his staff were accountable 
for the implementation of the regional organic 
purchasing strategy development and roll out of 
the local food program partnerships. 

According to staff, the department began by 
slowly introducing fresh produce one product 
at a time to allow kitchen staff time to acclimate 
themselves to the additional processing time 
needed for washing, chopping, and preparation. 
As staff became more accustomed to working 
with fresh produce they simultaneously 
developed relationships with local food programs 
outlined below.

The Food and Nutrition team decided upon 
two local purchasing pathways outlined below 
including: one working with the a local food 
hub/aggregation center and one through direct 
purchasing from the UW Student Farm and CSA 
program through their local farm, Full Circle.

Purchasing Pathway #1- Food Hub

Although UWMC does purchase produce through 
their existing supply chain vendors, they chose 
to take their commitment to regional organics 
to another level through a partnership with 
the Northwest Agricultural Business Center. 
The NABC is a local nonprofit, more commonly 
referred to a as a “food hub”, that is focused 

on sourcing regional organic produce for local 
hospitals, restaurants, and institutions. NABC 
operates unlike traditional distributors, charging 
growers lower fees to keep more in the hands of 
the farmers. Making a commitment to working 
with a small local program has its challenges, 
however, an institutions’ unwavering support 
is what helps programs like NABC grow and 
expand. These programs play a key role in the 
local economy and growth of the organic sector. 
Robert Whittaker, UWMC’s Café Supervisor, states 
“partnering with a small, alternative distributor 
was sometimes difficult due to lack of consistent 
supply, increased staff time dedicated to labor 
for unprocessed produce, and inconsistent 
delivery schedules.” Despite those difficulties, 
Mr. Whittaker recognized UWMC’s contribution 
to local food programs was vital to the success of 
NABC and says that he was pleasantly surprised 
with how this relationship has matured over the 
last few years. 

Robert also states that NABC is greatly expanding 
their offerings, which allows the cafeteria to 
introduce new produce items on a regular basis, 
something that customers really enjoy. “They 
often ask for recipes and comment on the quality 
of our produce. Customers notice that these 
products are superior and we hope that this is 
a gateway to encouraging our communities to 
increase their vegetable intake.” 

The Northwest Agricultural Business Center Food Hub 
provides small farmers with storage and distribution 
services to allow produce to reach institutional and 
retail buyers

Farmers working with NABC experience close working 
relationships with staff and continued support and 
guidance to increase markets for local crops
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Purchasing Pathway #2-Farm to Table
Health care institutions have traditionally 
avoided direct purchasing relationships due to 
the time commitment, complicated ordering and 
distribution process, and difficulty meeting HACCP 
guidelines. The UWMC is breaking down the 
barriers that typically prevent the direct buying 
partnership by working closely with the UW 
Student Farm on campus to source herbs, salad 
greens, beets, and rainbow chard. This relationship 
further connects students, food service staff, 
and the community with UWMC’s commitment 
to support local agriculture. Items sourced 
from the student farm are marketed to cafeteria 
patrons twice a month during a farmers market 
accompanied by education and signage promoting 
farm fresh produce. In addition to working with 

the student farm, UWMC also started a CSA 
program with Full Circle Farms, a local organic 
grower.
 

BENEFITS
UWMC’s food service purchasing pathways have 
brought the hospital national recognition and 
multiple Healthy Food in Health Care awards. 
UWMC food service staff hopes this level of 
commitment inspires other hospitals to start 
supporting the regional organic movement 
through alternative purchasing pathways. 

Other benefits include:
Health
• Increases patient, staff, student, and 

community access to healthy foods
• Encourages patrons to increase intake of 

organic produce
• Supports indirect climate change mitigation 

through responsible use of resources in 
agricultural production and reduced food 
transport

Community
• Creates healthier regional farming 

communities free of synthetic chemicals
• Supports the growth of the regional organic 

sector through the introduction of new markets 
for crops

• Encourages creative purchasing partnerships 
through new and diverse pathways

“We believe the health of our 
region’s people is inextricably 
connected to the health of the 
environment.”  
– UWMC Internal Purchasing Policy

The UW Student Farm is run by university student volunteers 
and uses organic growing practices to provide increased 
community access to healthy foods

Our mission is to be the campus center for the practice 
and study of urban agriculture and sustainability, and an 
educational, community-oriented resource for people who 
want to learn about building productive and sustainable 
urban landscapes. - UW Student Farm Site
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CHALLENGES AND LESSONS 
LEARNED

According to Whittaker, there were two main 
challenges to implementing the regional organic 
procurement policy- lack of consistent supply and 
training in the kitchen. 

Whittaker explains “kitchen staff were frustrated 
with the increased labor time necessary to process 
the fresh produce, which was frustrating for both 
staff and management.” He cites that finding an 
advocate in the kitchen was crucial to turning 
morale around.  The “change advocate” rallied the 
kitchen staff around the changes that included 
increased labor time for washing and chopping 
produce and coaching of the team on the benefits 
of fresh produce for the institution’s eaters 
in addition to the positive impact on the local 
economy and environment.

The institution’s second challenge in working with 
smaller local food programs was lack of consistent 
supply. UWMC advises working closely with 
these smaller partners to help them understand 
exactly what you need out of the relationship and 
assist them in better understanding institutional 
needs through ongoing communication. Hospitals 
seeking out partnerships with local food 
programs need to be very clear about the product 
specifications and volume needs in order to 
operate. If you are unsure about a partner’s ability 
to meet your volume needs, start small with one 
product and have a back-up distributor that can 
meet your needs if supply falls short.   

NEXT STEPS
The next step for UWMC is to increase purchasing 
of regional organics through local food programs 
while continuing to work with the Food Hub and 
local farms. The team has discussed seeking out 
a local farm to grow staple items such as organic 
greens and carrots in an effort to increase direct 
purchasing relationships. UWMC is also developing 
a partnership with a Food Hub grower, Cloud 
Mountain Farms, to begin sourcing processed 
organic items such as pre-cut produce, salsas, and 
coleslaws, traditionally purchased from a large 
distributor.  If UWMC develops this relationship, 

it would be the first hospital to receive processed 
organic items from an alternative pathway in the 
region.
 The Food and Nutrition Team also hopes 
to increase their patrons’ awareness of the 
benefits of organic produce through increased 
variety and the use of new preparation methods 
for items available in the cafeteria and on the 
patient menu. During an informal staff meeting, 
Food and Nutrition Services Director, Charles 
Zelinski suggested that he would like to showcase 
their bountiful supply of regional organics by 
moving vegetables to the center of the plate 
and sautéing them to order taking the ‘balanced 
menus’ approach to a new level. This type of 
discussion is one that you will often encounter 
in the progressive offices of the UWMC Food and 
Nutrition Team who continually work to develop 
a food service operation that supports the health 
and long-term sustainability of our environment 
and public health.
    
This institution recognizes the vital role that 
health care food service plays in the creation 
of a sustainable food system from supporting 
the nutritional health of the community to the 
powerful effect their purchasing policies have on 
the environment. Their well-defined purchasing 
program contributes to healthier regional farming 
practices including the reduced use of antibiotics 
and pesticides. Increasing institutional demand 
for regional organic foods is crucial in shifting 
broader market access to foods grown in a way 
that supports the health and wellbeing of the 
population.
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Heath Care Without Harm seeks to transform 
the health sector worldwide, without 
compromising patient safety or care, to become 
ecologically sustainable and a leading advocate 
for environmental health and justice.

This paper was produced by Health Care 
Without Harm’s national Healthy Food in 
Health Care program, which harnesses the 
purchasing power and expertise of the health 
care sector to advance the development of a 
sustainable food system.

Visit www.noharm.org for more information.
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