
What can SNAP bene-
fits be used for? 
Only certain items can be purchased 
using SNAP benefits.  All food and 
food products intended for human 
consumption are eligible with the 
exception of alcoholic beverages, 
tobacco, and foods that are hot at the 
point of sale.  Foods that are to be 
eaten in the store are also ineligible.  
Thus, farmers’ market vendors must 
separate hot food items before pro-
cessing an EBT card.  State or local 
sales tax cannot be charged on eligi-
ble items purchased with SNAP ben-

efits. 
Seeds and plants that are used to 
grow food for the personal consump-
tion of eligible households can be 
purchased using SNAP benefits.  
This means that farmers could sell 
seeds or vegetable plants to custom-
ers with EBT cards.  For more infor-
mation about eligible food items that 
can be purchased using SNAP bene-
fits, please visit the FNS’s website at 
http://www.fns.usda.gov/snap. 
 
Payments on credit accounts cannot 

be made using SNAP benefits.  Giv-

ing cash in exchange for SNAP bene-
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fits, a practice known as “trafficking”, 

is illegal.  If a refund is due to a SNAP 

customer, it should be made directly 

into the customer's EBT card.   

 

SNAP Customers 
It is important to treat SNAP custom-

ers the same as non-SNAP, cash pay-

ing customers.  This includes accept-

ing in-store coupons on SNAP pur-

chases or giving trading stamps to 

SNAP customers in the same manner 

as non-SNAP customers.  The only 

exception is Incentive Programs, 

which are sometimes given to SNAP 

customers as incentives to use these 

instruments.  They are often in the 

form of matching so that participants 

can increase how much they can 

spend at market.  These are usually 

administered with grant funding so 

they can vary by market. 

 

It is beneficial for stores to adequately advertise 

that they accept SNAP benefits. 

SNAP benefits can be used to purchase food-

producing plants and seeds.   

Shou ld  fa r mers  accep t  p las t i c?  
Direct marketing, where food is sold directly to consumers, is the main income 
source of many beginning farmers.  Examples of direct markets include farm-
ers’ markets, roadside stands, on-farm stands, Community Supported Agricul-
ture (CSA), pick-your-own operations, home delivery, etc.  For farmers selling 
in these markets, it is crucial that they make the payment process convenient 
for consumers.   

In modern America, fewer and fewer consumers seem to carry cash or checks.  
According to a 2013 study done by Walker Sands, a public relations firm, 1-in-
5 Americans do not carry cash and 60 percent have less than $20 in their wal-
let.  Instead, they use mostly debit or credit cards to make even small purchas-
es.  Those who receive EBT cards are restricted to buy food at outlets where 
they accept such cards.  Therefore, farmers selling in direct markets should 
accept plastic (i. e., debit, credit, and EBT cards) and not have a “Cash or 
Check”-only policy, which might turn off potential customers.   

Most farmers’ markets in Kentucky have existing payment mechanisms for 
patrons that simplifies payment processing for vendors.  Many of these mar-
kets have a central booth where patrons can purchase scrip or tokens from the 
market manager using cash or plastic.  Vendors are paid in scrip or tokens, 
which, at the end of a sales day, are recorded by the manager.  These records 
are later used to pay vendors by the farmers’ market.  Thus, individual ven-
dors at farmers’ markets do not have to accept debit, credit, or EBT cards.  Oth-
er direct marketing outlets necessitate farmers to accept plastic.  This factsheet 
is designed to help beginning farmers in Kentucky learn the steps necessary 
for them to accept plastic as methods of payment.   

Richard Bryant and  Dr. Sid Dasgupta

     

What is a SNAP EBT card? 

 
EBT stands for Electronic Benefits Trans-

fer.  EBT cards refer to an electronic 

means by which welfare-eligible citizens 

can authorize transfer of their government 

benefits to retailers in return for products. 

With respect to food assistance, Supple-

mental Nutrition Assistance Program 

(SNAP) EBT cards are linked to the 

USDA SNAP program, the successor of 

the food stamp program.  Eligible citizens 

electronically receive SNAP benefits on 

their SNAP EBT card, which operates like 

a debit card, to buy eligible food at stores 

authorized by the Food and Nutrition Ser-

vice of the USDA.  

SNAP EBT cards behave much 
like a debit card for food welfare 
recipients.  When they pay for 
SNAP-eligible food items with an 
SNAP EBT card, money gets 
transferred from an government 
account to the retailer’s account.  
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Eligibility of food retailers to accept EBT cards 
To be eligible to accept EBT cards, at a farmer’s market, farm store, roadside 

stand, etc., farmers must sell food for home preparation and consumption and 

meet one of the following two criteria: 1) sell at least three of the following 

four types of food: a) meat, poultry, eggs, fish;  b) bread, cornmeal, barley, 

brown rice, bulgur, oatmeal;  c)  vegetables or fruits;  d) dairy products OR 2) 

have more than one-half of the total dollar amount of daily sales from such 

staple foods. 



Accepting debit and credit cards anywhere 

using your smartphone 

Examples of Credit/Debit Transac-

tion Processing Service Providers: 

 

 ROAMpay 

        http://www.roamdata.com 

 

 PayAnywhere 

        http://www.payanywhere.com 

 

 Square 

        http://www.squareup.com 

 

  Intuit GoPayment 

        http://payments.intuit.com 

 

 PayPal Here 

   http://www.paypal.com 

 

 Amazon Local Register 

   http://www.amazon.com 

 

 

Examples of EBT Transaction Pro-

cessing Service Providers: 

 

 Worldpay 

        http://www.worldpay.com/us 

accept debit and credit cards using a 
smartphone.  In many of these op-
tions the seller either buys or receives 
a free card reader, which is an elec-
tronic device with a headphone jack, 
that can be plugged into 
smartphones.  Other options include 
manually entering the information or 
taking a photo of the card.  However 
swiping a card through a card reader 
is typically more convenient and can 
result in lower transaction fees for 
the seller.   

After the card’s information is col-
lected, it is sent to a transaction pro-
cessing service with which the seller 
must open an account.  Transaction 
processing services can charge a 
range of fees per transaction based on  
the transaction method, amount, and 
the customer’s financial service pro-
vider (i.e., Visa, Mastercard, Discov-
er, etc.)  It is important for sellers to 
research fees associated with each 
transaction processing service to de-
termine which one is right for them.    

Modern smartphone technology with 
mobile internet connections have en-
abled sellers to accept debit and cred-
it cards in various direct marketing 
outlets. 

Mobile payment technology is the 
buzzword used to describe the hard-
ware and software needed in associa-
tion with smart phones that enables 
the user to accept debit and credit 
cards. 

There are several options available to 
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There are many types of card readers that attach to 

smartphones for accepting debit and credit card payments.  

The seller has to sign up with a commercial service provid-

er, open an account with them, obtain their card reader 

Transaction fees for 

Debit and Credit cards 

Transaction processing service pro-
viders charge a wide range of fees for 
their services.  Although most have a 
standard percent charge, there can be 
other factors that can affect transac-
tion fees.  The method used to collect 
a cards information can affect the 
transaction fee.  For example, swiped 
transactions typically cost less than 
keyed-in transactions.  This is be-
cause keyed-in transactions are 
deemed to be riskier than swiped 
transactions. 

Several service providers allow 
sellers to pay a monthly or annual fee 

in return for a lower transaction fee.  
For example, the processing service 
Intuit® charges  $20 per month in 
order to receive a much lower fee for 
both swiped and keyed-in transac-
tions. This type of arrangement is 
typically beneficial to those who have 
a relatively high frequency of sales.   

Some transaction processing services 
will only accept cards from certain 
financial service providers (i.e. Visa, 
Mastercard, Discover).  It is im-
portant to make sure that your trans-
action processing service will accept 
the cards that your customers have.   

Steps to accepting EBT 

cards 

To become authorized to accept EBT 
cards and receive a SNAP license, 
retailers must apply online for an 
USDA account.  This can be done by 
going to the following website 
(http://www.fns.usda.gov/snap/
online-store-farmers-market-
application) or by calling 1-877-823-
4369.  Retailers must have a valid 
email address, because the USDA 
will send a confirmation email as part  

 

of the account. Once the USDA ac-
count has been activated, retailers 
must go to the following website for 
the next step: http://
www.fns.usda.gov/snap/retailers-0.  
At this website, there is a link to an 
online application for a retailer to be-
come authorized to accept EBT cards 
for SNAP benefits.  Once started, the 
applicant will have 30 days to com-
plete the application and submit it 
online to the USDA Food and Nutri-
tion Service (FNS).  After submission, 
the website printed above is also use-
ful for checking the status of the ap-
plication. 

It is important to note that markets 
cannot begin to accept SNAP until 
they have a SNAP license.  Markets 
are not allowed to use licenses that 
belonged to previous owners.  If a 
market changes location, changes 
ownership, or closes, the market’s 
license if void and should be returned 
to FNS.  Your license should be kept 
in a private, safe place. For help be-
coming authorized to accept EBT 
cards, farmers can visit the Mar-
ketLink™ website (http://
marketlink.org/). MarketLink™ is a 
program of the National Association 
of Farmers Market Nutrition Pro-
grams (NAFMNP) launched in 2013 
to connect farmers, markets, and con-
sumers through technology. 

Point of sale devices (POS) to process 
EBT transactions include both wireless 
and wired card readers.   Free POS 
devices are available for qualified 
markets.  Markets, or a multi-stall 
market where farmers sell directly to 
consumers, must have a central location 
with electricity and a phone line in order 
to be eligible to receive and use such 
devices.  To  learn how to get free POS 
devices, contact your state EBT office. 

A farmers may choose to acquire a 
wireless POS device. Wired and wireless 
POS devices can accepts debit and credit 
cards in addition to EBT cards. State or 
federal funds may be available to help 
farmers’ markets acquire such 
equipment in some cases.  In order to 
determine the availability of such funds, 
markets should check with their state 
EBT office.  

Farmers may use manual vouchers in 
situations where the farmer is unable to 
operate a POS device on site. In order to 
use manual vouchers, the farmer must 
be able to call the state’s EBT processor 
to check if funds are available in a 
customer's EBT account.  If funds are 
available, the farmer must request that a 
hold be placed for the purchase amount.  
The customer must then sign a voucher 
for the purchase amount, which the 
farmer must mail to the EBT processor.  
The farmer will then be paid by the EBT 
processor via direct deposit (usually 
within two business days).  The farmer 
could also keep a POS device at an off-
site location and clear all the manual 
vouchers through the device at the end 
of the day instead of mailing them in to 
the EBT processor. 

Steps to accepting EBT 

cards (continued) 

EBT equipment, costs, 

and methods for 

obtaining free 

equipment 
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Example Credit/Debit card transaction: 

Suppose you sold a customer $20 worth 

of produce.  The customer pays with her 

debit card.   

1.)Enter $20 as the sales amount. 

2.)Swipe the customers card. 

3.)Had your device to the customer so 

they can enter their pin. 

4.)A percentage (between 2.5% and 

3.5%) will be deducted from the 

amount for the transaction processing 

service. 

5.)You will receive $20 minus the 

percent charge in your linked checking 

account in several business days. 

EBT can be accepted at Farmers’ Markets.  

Transaction fees are $0.15 cents per transaction 

and state or federal funds may be available to 

help farmers’ markets acquire point-of-service 

devices in some cases. 


