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SNAP- Formerly known as food stamps, Supplemental 
Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), is a federal 
assistance program that provides financial assistance to low-
income families and individuals to purchase their food.  
 
EBT- Electronic Benefit Transfer (EBT) is the electronic 
card system that SNAP recipients use to access their SNAP 
benefits. This system has helped to avoid the stigma of food 

stamps because it uses a card for payment, similar in appearance to a credit card, instead of 
paper stamps. 
 
LINK card- Illinois SNAP recipients are given this card to access their EBT SNAP benefits. 
The card is swiped at the check out counter with a machine similar to the terminals used to 
process credit/debit transactions, thus adding discretion to food stamp purchases. In other 
states, this card may be known by a different name.  
 
POS- Point of Sale Machine (POS) is the machine that processes SNAP transactions. It may 
be wired or wireless and is also called a processor.  
 
HB 4756- The Farmers’ Market Technology Improvement Act has been in effect since July 
1st, 2010. This law states mandates that the Department of Human Services and the Department 
of Agriculture provide funding to support the redemption of SNAP benefits at farmers’ 
markets. The funding can only be used for the following: to purchase/rent POS terminals for 
processing LINK cards; reimbursing the monthly and transaction fees associated with 
processing LINK cards; and/or to fund outreach to LINK recipients. The goal of this act is to 
increase Illinois SNAP recipients’ access to healthy, fresh foods.  
 
WIC- Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) is a federal food assistance program for low-
income pregnant women, new mothers, and young children (5 years old or younger, including 
foster children). In addition to providing checks for specifically prescribed and nutritionally 
relevant foods, WIC also distributes information about nutrition and health, breastfeeding, and 
resources for finding health care.  
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ACCEPTING SNAP AND WIC BENEFITS 

 
FOOD VENDORS AND SNAP 

Food Vendors planning to accept SNAP must first register with the state 
by completing the 3-step application process. You can complete this 
application online or request a paper copy. See the resource box below for 
links to the application and a list of instructions for completing the 

application. If approved, you will be certified to accept the Illinois LINK card and EBT cards 
from other states.  
 
Food vendors who average $100 or more in food benefit sales per month qualify for a free EBT 
machine from the federal government. The machine offered in this program requires constant 
access to a telephone wire and electrical outlet. Some vendors, such as those participating in 
mobile programs, may not have compatible infrastructure. However, there are alternatives for 
these vendors (See page 4).  

FOOD VENDORS AND WIC 
Accepting WIC also requires approval from the state, however you must contact your local 
WIC office for an application. The applicant will be reviewed based on its geographic region 
within Illinois. The proposed store must comply with the Regional Participant/Vendor Ratio. In 
Chicago, this ratio is set to be at least 145:1. Therefore, the establishment of a WIC-accepting 
store will only be approved if the total number of surrounding WIC recipients divided by the 
number of WIC stores (including yours) does not fall below 145. 
 
The application also requires a Federal Employer Identification Number and proof of owner’s 
identity. 
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You cannot charge LINK card users a fee for processing their cards 
You cannot charge SNAP or WIC customers for state or local taxes 

o Make sure to not include a tax as a hidden cost set in the item price 
Only certain food items are eligible for SNAP and WIC 

o Can only use to buy foods intended to be eaten at home 
o Alcohol, cigarettes, hot and/or prepared foods, vitamins, medicines, 

pet foods, and non-food items (toilet paper, etc) are prohibited 
o Baby formula and infant food may be purchased with WIC 

You can use SNAP to buy seeds and plants intended to grow food 
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FARMERS’ MARKETS 
Farmers may want to accept SNAP and WIC for several reasons; increased revenue 
options, low-income customer demand, food justice, etc.  Farmers’ Markets can 
participate in both SNAP and WIC transactions and are in fact supported in these efforts 
by state and federal programs. Below is an overview of policies and practices that 
farmers’ markets can consider. 

 
SNAP PROGRAMS 
Given the electrical and telephone requirements of the free POS 
machines, farmers’ markets should consider hosting one central 
processor to handle the transactions of all individual vendors, 
rather than requiring each farmer to have their own machine. This 
requires an Alternative Redemption System for individual 

vendors to receive their payment. In this set-up, customers using SNAP pay vendors with 
market-distributed tokens or receipts that represent a specific amount of SNAP dollars. 
After the market closes, vendors collect payment from the market for any of the tokens 
they received. The Farmers’ Market LINK Guide highlighted in the resources section 
offers a more detailed description of this method.  
 
Farmers’ markets qualify for the free POS machine distributed by the Food and Nutrition 
Service (FNS) of the Department of Agriculture (USDA). Additionally, as of July 2010, 
the Farmers’ Market Technology Improvement Act (HB 4756) mandates that the 
Department of Human Services and USDA provide funding to support farmers’ markets 
ability to accept SNAP benefits. Specifically, money can be given to farmers’ markets to 
help purchase or rent a POS terminal; as reimbursement for the monthly processing fees 
associated with accepting LINK cards; and/or to fund outreach projects to increase 
LINK-recipient shopping at farmers’ markets.  
 
As further support for farmers’ markets accepting LINK cards, the FNS provides grants 
to help cover costs. For more information, refer to the USDA Grant link on the resource 
section. Farmers’ markets have also been able to receive financial assistance from local 
businesses or by charging a small fee for credit/debit transactions to subsidize LINK 
transactions.  
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WIC PROGRAMS 

From July 1st to October 31st, the WIC and Seniors Farmers’ Market Nutrition Program 
(FMNP) distributes checks that can only be used at farmers’ markets. WIC recipients and 
low-income seniors are eligible to receive these checks. Farmers can cash the checks 
directly into their farm’s account.  
 
This program aims to increase awareness and use of farmers’ markets, while immediately 
providing fresh produce to women, children, and seniors to prevent malnutrition: Thereby 
benefiting both consumers and producers directly.  

 
MOBILE AND WIRELESS PROGRAMS 

 
The free EBT machine provided by the FNS to process SNAP benefits requires a 
telephone line and electrical outlet to be available. However, your program may not have 
this infrastructure available. For example, Growing Power offers a weekly grocery 
service called Market Baskets in which customers can pick up their bag 
of food from one of 10 locations around the city. These locations do 
not all have access to electricity and do not have a constant telephone 
line to connect to. Some farmers’ markets may have similar problems. 
In these cases, you must either record the transaction manually on paper 
vouchers provided by the FNS, or use a wireless POS terminal to process LINK cards. 
 
The state does not provide wireless terminals, so you will need to purchase your own. 
First you must find a processing service to handle your transactions, called a third-party 
processor, and then purchase a wireless POS machine that is compatible with that 
company. You can select a processor that covers credit and debit transactions as well 
with an all-in-one POS machine.  
 
The Farmers’ Market LINK Guide offers several starting places to search for a processor 
and POS machine (see Resources box). 
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POSSIBLE FEES AND EXPENSES TO CONSIDER 
 

• POS terminal 
• Monthly EBT processing fees 
• Tokens used in Alternative Redemption System 
• Wi-fi/Cellular fees for wireless POS terminals 
• Debit and Credit transaction fees 
• Outreach materials 

 
The Downtown Bloomington Farmers’ Market stated that their monthly fees were about 
$725 for the first year of operating with EBT machines. However, they emphasize, fees 
vary depending on the fees associated with your processor and transaction volume.  
 

 
COMPARATIVE CITY PROGRAMS 

BOSTON BOUNTY BUCKS 
Since 2008, Boston Bounty Bucks (BBB) has increased access to farmers’ markets in 
low- and mixed-income communities of Boston. As with the WIC and Senior FMNP 
coupons, BBB benefits both consumers and producers.  
 
 The program supports farmers’ markets working to accept SNAP benefits by; providing 
a wireless EBT terminal; covering the costs for wireless and transaction fees, paying all 
customer service expenses, offering SNAP training and support for the market managers, 
and matching (dollar for dollar) all purchases up to $10 made using SNAP benefits. 
Through this last project, customers can use up to $10 of SNAP benefits to purchase $20 
worth of produce, doubling their spending power. 

 
The program, sponsored by The Food Project and the 
City of Boston, has grown terrifically: in 2008, the total 
SNAP and matching BBB sales came to $1,310.00. In 
2009, the sales totaled $20,093.77.  
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Resources 
For Accepting SNAP/LINK cards 

• Online Application: http://www.fns.usda.gov/snap/retailers/register.htm 
• To request a paper copy: call 877-823-4369 
• Instructions for application: http://www.fns.usda.gov/snap/retailers/application-

process.htm 
• Grant resources: http://www.fns.usda.gov/snap/ebt/fm-scrip-Grant_Resources.htm 
• Contact: Robin Masters  

o (317) 510-7226 or Robin.Masters@fns.usda.gov .  
o You can also contact the Illinois FNS offices to ask questions about SNAP 

and the application process: 
o Chicago Field Office- 888-258-2941 
o Springfield Field Office- 888-258-6107  

For Accepting WIC 
• WIC office locator: http://bit.ly/et9eBr 

  Contact your local office and ask for an application 
Instructions for Farmers’ Markets to Begin Accepting SNAP Benefits  

• http://www.fns.usda.gov/snap/ebt/fm.htm 
List of Eligible WIC Foods and Additional Information 

• http://www.dhs.state.il.us/page.aspx?item=36429#a_toc1 
List of Eligible SNAP Foods and Additional Information 

• http://www.dhs.state.il.us/page.aspx?item=30357 
Farmers’ Market LINK Guide-  

• http://hlfn.org/resources.html 
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Sources 
 

• USDA- Instructions for vendors; and farmers’ markets 
http://www.fns.usda.gov/snap/retailers/application-process.htm 

http://www.fns.usda.gov/snap/ebt/fm.htm 
 

• DHS- Eligible foods, WIC and Seniors FMNP; Rules for vendors 
http://www.dhs.state.il.us/page.aspx?item=36429#a_toc1 

www.dhs.state.il.us/page.aspx?item=38054 
http://www.dhs.state.il.us/page.aspx?item=36425 

 
• Heartland Local Food Network- Farmers’ Market LINK Guide 

http://hlfn.org/resources.html 
 

• The Food Project-  Boston Bounty Bucks 
http://bit.ly/g2Oj9p 
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