Fruit and Vegetables Added to WIC Food Packages 
In the December 6, 2007 Federal Register, the U.S. Department of Agriculture's Food and Nutrition Service (FNS) issued an interim rule that revises regulations governing the Women, Infants, and Children food packages to align the WIC food packages with the Dietary Guidelines for Americans. 

This interim rule implements the first comprehensive revisions to the WIC food packages since 1980. A proposed rule to revise regulations pertaining to the WIC program was published in August 2006; this proposed rule largely reflected recommendations made by the National Academies' Institute of Medicine (IOM). 

Specific to produce, the addition of fruits and vegetables to the WIC food packages was the most welcomed provision of the proposed rule across all commenter categories. Of the total of 40,026 comment letters that addressed fruits and vegetables, 39,961 were favorable. Comments sent to USDA by PMA and its members all called for the inclusion of fruits and vegetables in the revised food packages. 

In order to accurately capture the cost of providing fresh fruits and vegetables in WIC Food Packages III-VII, the interim rule includes fruit and vegetable vouchers. Due to the administrative ease of implementation, the IOM recommended cash-value instruments be issued. The IOM also recommended that states provide fruit and vegetable vouchers at the level of $10 per month for women and $8 per month for children. However, to achieve cost neutrality with the changes, FNS set the vouchers at the level of $8 per month for pregnant, partially breastfeeding and postpartum women and $6 per month for children in the year in which the food package revisions take effect. Fully breastfeeding women receive the recommended $10 voucher as part of WIC's breastfeeding promotion initiatives. 

As a result of these changes, the WIC percent of the fruit and vegetable market will increase from 0% to 2.7%. This is due to the fact that the only fruit or vegetable that WIC participants currently receive are carrots and only exclusively breastfeeding mothers receive them. Under the new rule, the fruit and vegetable vouchers will encourage WIC's women and children participants to consume fresh produce. In terms of dollar amounts from 2008 to 2012, the fruit and vegetable provisions mean: 

· For WIC Food Package III, these recipients are eligible for foods in the other packages. In the interim rule, nearly 76% are infants, 24% are children, and fewer than 1% are women. (+$62 million) 

· For WIC Food Package IV (for children 1 to 4.9 years): a $6 cash-value instrument for fruits and vegetables is added (+$1,314 million) 

· For Food Package V (for pregnant and partially breastfeeding women): a $8 cash-value instrument for fruits and vegetables is added (+$486 million) 

· For Package VI (for postpartum women): a $8 cash-value instrument for fruits and vegetables is added (+$272 million) 

· For Package VII (for exclusively breastfeeding women): a $10 cash-value instrument for fruits and vegetables is added (+$175 million)

For the Infant Food Package II, fresh bananas are allowed as a substitute for a portion of the infant food fruits and vegetables. 

In terms of implementation, while most of the food package changes will be administered via existing State benefit delivery systems, the cash-value fruit/vegetable voucher will require changes to WIC benefit delivery systems to accommodate a more open-ended benefit determined by a cash value rather than a fixed quantity of a specific food item. State agencies and vendors must modify operations and procedures to issue, transact, and process the redemption of a cash value benefit. As described in the proposed rule, options for benefit delivery include Electronic Benefit Transfer (EBT) and farmers' markets. 

This interim rule will not require State agencies to authorize farmers to accept the WIC fruit/vegetable voucher. If a State agency chooses to authorize farmers at farmers' markets, it may modify its standard vendor agreement to address the unique circumstances of farmers' markets. 

As for EBT cards, while the majority of State WIC agencies deliver benefits via paper checks or vouchers, five states are testing the feasibility of EBT and an additional state has adopted EBT statewide. In an effort to explore the range of possibilities for using existing commercial infrastructure to administer the fruit and vegetable benefit including WIC EBT smartcard and online solutions, commercial debit cards, and other technologies, FNS commissioned a study by the State Information Technology Consortium (SITC). 

Although the report is not yet final, preliminary findings indicate that for redemption of the fruit/vegetable benefit, paper fruit and vegetable cash value checks or vouchers appear to be the least costly and easiest to implement by State agencies and food vendors within a 12-month time period. The accountability for purchasing authorized fruits and vegetables remains the same as other food instruments - subject to training store clerks regarding eligible food items and State compliance monitoring. 

This interim rule is effective February 4, 2008. State agencies must implement the provisions of this rule no later than August 5, 2009. To be considered, comments on this interim rule must be postmarked on or before February 1, 2010.

