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In response to growing interest in food access and security, many urban communities across the 
country, including Portland, OR; Seattle, WA; and Ypsilanti, MI, now permit farmers markets by right 
through the city zoning ordinance. Farmers markets can increase access to healthy food, support 
community agritourism, and support local farmers through direct marketing and sales opportunities. 
To support farmers markets, local planning and zoning ordinances have been modified in many 
communities in a way to ensure markets have more permanent status in their communities. 
 

What Communities Are Regulating: 
There are several aspects of farmers market operations that an ordinance can control such as: 

 Location 

Most zoning ordinances allow farmers markets in commercial or residential zones, depending 
on the goals of the market. Some cities allow farmers markets in all types of zones, while 
others require markets to operate on public properties. Public properties are the best zones to 
ensure a market will remain permanently, and provide greater access for all.  

 Size or Scale 

A city should support a variety of sizes of farmers markets through the zoning ordinance. 
However, it may be important to both the city and the vendors to ensure that markets are a 
minimum size.  

 Waste Management 
Like any event, farmers markets can cause a great deal of waste. Communities may wish to 
require a waste management plan before a farmers market is approved to ensure that 
temporary markets do not create unwanted waste for the neighborhoods they operate in.  

 Parking 

Farmers markets are often located in neighborhoods or prominent public spaces. The vendors 
and visitors require parking locations that will be compatible with the surrounding 
neighborhood. Ordinances can require a certain number of parking spaces located within a 
minimum distance for a farmers market location to be approved.  

 Vendor Ratios 

Many small communities successfully start a farmers market and gradually see the number of 
food vendors disappear or be replaced by non-food products. Ordinances can help 
communities regulate the number of vendors at a market who must sell food products by 
requiring a certain percentage of food vendors for the market to operate.  

 Permitting and Fees 

To encourage markets in specific places, cities have reduced fees and streamlined the 
permitting process. Particularly in cities where specific public places have been identified for 
market locations, fees are reduced to encourage a market to locate on the site. The reduced 
fees could assist a city in accomplishing goals of greater access for specific areas of a city. 
Cities have streamlined the permitting process through a ‘one-stop-shop’ in city hall. 

 Certified Organic Growers 

Some communities require that vendors be certified organic growers to be part of the farmers 
market. Other communities have required certain percentages of their vendors to be certified 
organic to encourage better business practices and healthier food options.    



   
 

Frequently Asked Questions 
 

Why should a city regulate farmers markets? 

Many existing city policies pose difficult challenges for communities interested in establishing a 
farmers market. Locations for markets may be difficult to find, permitting processes may be long, and 
fees may be expensive that make it difficult and discouraging to start and maintain a market. 
Communities can develop clear policies and procedures to reduce these difficulties.  
 

Why should a city zoning code explicitly include farmers markets? 

If a farmers market is not explicitly included in a zoning code, markets are more vulnerable to being 
deemed a non-compatible use and displaced by a new development or other explictly compatible 
use. By including farmers markets in the zoning code, markets are allowed to exist and more 
protected by law and defined use.  
 

What is a good size for a farmers market? 

Markets can serve a variety of purposes and a strong farmers market network encourages all sizes. 
Large markets serve as destinations that bring people from many places to the market, while small 
markets may exist at hospitals or churches and assist in increased access for diverse communities.  
 

Do farmers markets help increase access to healthy food? 

Food assistance programs such as SNAP, EBT, WIC, and the Double Up Food Bucks program have 
shown to increase access to healthy food options for low-income residents. Ordinances can be 
written to require that all vendors accept EBT cards or vouchers, or they can be written to require 
third party onsite redemption systems.  
 

Where should farmers markets be located? 

There are no clear locations for farmers markets that are better than others, but if a city is seeking to 
develop farmers markets for a specific goal, certain locations can be identified to support markets. 
Public property is usually a great place to locate markets. Cities can encourage the use of public 
properties by identifying these spaces for farmers market locations, and by reducing fees to establish 
a market there. Markets may be located close to transit stops to encourage other forms of access or 
in highly visible places to encourage more drop-in traffic.  
 

What are characteristics of farmers markets that a city should regulate? 

A city could regulate many characteristics of farmers markets and there are no clear guidelines that 
are better than others. Good regulations should help a city achieve the goals it has for a farmers 
market. In Portland, Oregon, the planning commission worked with the local food policy council to 
outline several community goals of farmers markets and urban agriculture to develop their new 
ordinance. The characteristics of their markets, which include certain percentages of food vendors, 
certified organic producers, and specific parking features are all a result of the community 
engagement and long-term goals that the city established for farmers markets.  
 

Resources 

ChangeLab Solutions From the Ground Up: Land Use Policies to Protect and Promote Farmers Markets 
Portland, Oregon Farmers Market Ordinance 
King County, Washington Farmers Market Sustainability 
Puget Sound Regional Council Farmers Market Recommendations 
City of Ypsilanti Zoning Code  
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http://changelabsolutions.org/publications/farmers-markets
https://www.portlandoregon.gov/bps/article/402598
http://your.kingcounty.gov/dnrp/local-food/documents/Farmers-Market-Sustainability.pdf
http://www.psrc.org/assets/9559/farmers_markets.pdf
http://cityofypsilanti.com/Portals/0/docs/Planning/COY%20Plans/adopted-master-plan-2013-10.pdf

