
Transforming Public 
Sector Food Purchasing

Explore how cooperative purchasing programs 
can transform how agencies buy food, providing 
solutions to strengthen public sector food programs 
in the face of various challenges.

Serving 
Success:
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Food programs across primary and higher education 
institutions, government agencies, and nonprofit 
organizations deal with many challenges that affect how 
well things operate, how money is spent, and how the 
community is doing.. These overarching issues include budget 
constraints, staffing shortages, supply chain disruptions, 
compliance challenges, and several other tricky variables. With 
administration and dining services teams at the forefront of 
addressing these complexities, navigating a landscape where 
the need for strategic partnerships in food purchasing is more 
crucial than ever.

In this tangled web of obstacles surrounding food 
procurement, a cooperative purchasing program emerges as 
a steadfast ally, offering nuanced approaches to fortify the 
resilience of public sector food programs.



What about budgets?
One of the leading challenges that plagues public 
sector food programs is the persistent issue of budget 
constraints. Across K-12 schools, higher education 
institutions, and government agencies, the demand for 
self-sustainability is met with the harsh reality of limited 
financial resources. However, it’s not just the allocation of 
funds that poses a challenge; inflation and markups on 
food also play a key factor. The School Nutritional Trends 
Survey indicates that over 99% of program directors 
confront escalating costs, with only a fraction reporting 
that reimbursements cover the expenses associated with 
meal provision. Inflationary pressures drive up the prices 
of essential food items, making it increasingly difficult for 
food programs to stretch their budgets effectively.1

Additionally, markups further strain financial resources, 
forcing program directors and administration to make 
difficult decisions regarding staffing, menu options, 
and the overall capacity to provide nutritious meals 
within budgetary confines. This financial strain extends 
beyond primary schools, impacting higher education 
and government agencies alike, highlighting the urgent 
need for innovative solutions to address these budgetary 
challenges.2

In an era of increasing global uncertainties, the challenge 
of balancing fiscal responsibility with the nutritional needs 
of communities remains a critical puzzle for purchasing 
directors to solve.
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EMPOWERING BUDGET 
EFFICIENCY
•	 Instead of being weighed down by budget constraints, 

public sector food programs can leverage cooperative 
purchasing organizations to optimize financial 
resources.

•	 Subject Matter Experts (SMEs) within cooperatives 
specialize in contracts, compliance, and best practices, 
ensuring efficient procurement processes.

•	 A robust contract portfolio and collective buying power 
of agencies ensure optimal pricing, addressing the 
financial strain faced by institutions.

•	 On average, food purchasers can save up to 15% on 
food costs when using a cooperative. ‘No Stranger to 

Staffing Shortages
Staffing shortages emerge as another pivotal challenge 
affecting the operational efficiency and sustainability of 
public sector food programs. According to a USDA (United 
States Department of Agriculture) study providing insights 
into the allocation of an average school’s food budget, it 
was revealed that 44.7% is dedicated to food, 44.5% to 
employee labor and benefits, 9.5% to direct costs, and 
1.3% to indirect expenses.3



Laramie County Community College has seen tremendous 
savings by utilizing the OMNIA Partners and US Foods/
Vizient-Sourcewell agreement for their food and foodservices 
purchasing. The Director of Dining Services believes they have 
seen at least $80,000 in savings just over the last academic 
year on food alone, creating 14% in savings.  

CASE STUDY

I was speaking with my US Foods Account Executive, and she 
asked me if she could take a look at the plates I had in mind. 
I showed them to her, and she said we can get these for you 
through the program. So, she did some investigating. They can 
get the exact same plate for me, and since it’s China, it even 
comes chip protection. This solution will probably save me 
about $6,000 in all.

Shawn Eby, Director of Dining Services‘‘
05



06

AVERAGE K-12 SCHOOL FOOD 
BUDGET ALLOCATION3
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Particularly in higher education institutions, where student workers 
often constitute a significant portion of the workforce, scarcity in 
staff leads to longer shifts, burnout, and elevated turnover rates. 
The struggle to attract and retain qualified employees becomes 
a repetitive issue, impacting the quality of service and the overall 
effectiveness of food programs. 

In schools and government agencies, the allocation of budgetary 
resources becomes a delicate balancing act, with the challenge of 
maintaining proper staffing levels while ensuring the continued 
provision of nourishing meals. The issue extends beyond mere 
operational hurdles; it has far-reaching implications for the well-
being of employees, the quality of service provided, and the overall 
success of public sector food programs.
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BEYOND HIRING, COOPERATIVES 
OFFER IT ALL
•	 Addressing staffing shortages is a key vertical where 

cooperatives play a pivotal role.

•	 By partnering with cooperatives, institutions gain access to 
expert advice on workforce management, reducing burnout, and 
improving employee retention.

•	 Our supplier partners not only provide the food, but they also 
provide trainings and certifications around safety and sanitation, 
menu design and tastings. 

•	 The right supplier partner can help identify opportunities to 
leverage self-serve options as well as identify labor reducing food 
products to help offset the required on-site labor.

•	 The cooperative model promotes a collaborative approach, 
offering insights into effective staffing allocation and overall 
workforce sustainability.
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Compliance is Key
Navigating through compliance challenges adds an additional 
layer of complexity to public sector food programs. From 
adhering to USDA guidelines in school food programs to 
enforcing stringent regulations around food handling and 
delivery processes, compliance is a critical aspect. Each industry 
faces unique compliance requirements, making it imperative 
for food purchasing officials to stay abreast of ever-evolving 
standards. The intricate web of compliance includes safety 
regulations, nutritional guidelines, and equity considerations, 
demanding a meticulous approach to food purchasing practices. 

NAVIGATING COMPLIANCE 
DYNAMICS
•	 Compliance challenges are transformed into opportunities 

for improvement through cooperative partnerships.

•	 Cooperatives provide specialized knowledge on industry-
specific compliance requirements, ensuring that public sector 
food programs stay abreast of evolving standards.

•	 Our supplier partners offer food items labeled CN (Child 
Nutrition). CN labels help schools ensure compliance with 
federal nutrition standards set by the USDA for meals served 
in the National School Lunch Program (NSLP) and the School 
Breakfast Program (SBP).

•	 The lead public agency contracting model simplifies and 
streamlines compliance processes, alleviating the burden of 
managing complex RFPs. 



Supply Chain Disruptions
Supply chain disruptions have become an increasingly pervasive 
challenge for public sector food programs. More than 80% of 
schools have experienced supply chain issues. This obstacle, 
spanning all industries, underscores the vulnerability of relying 
on a consistent and efficient operational process. Whether due 
to inclement weather, natural disasters, or global events such 
as financial crises, disruptions to the supply chain introduce 
uncertainties in product availability.4 Such uncertainties impact 
menu planning, forcing last-minute, high-cost purchases and 
creating operational complexities, particularly around food 
allergens and other special diet concerns.

The broader implications of supply chain challenges are felt in 
financial strain and operational disruptions, affecting the fiscal 
health of food programs. As the complexities of managing a 
reliable and sustainable food supply chain persist, dining services 
purchasers must seek strategic partnerships to navigate these 
uncertainties effectively. 
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Your Ally in Food 
Purchasing

RESILIENT SUPPLY CHAIN 
SOLUTIONS
•	 Partnering with a cooperative provides access to 

reliable supplier partnerships, with strong fill rate 
commitments and escalation plans.

•	 Supplier partnerships within cooperatives extend 
beyond transactions, actively supporting food 
programs with solutions for emergency preparedness 
as well as technology integration, which provide speed 
in the process of pre-approved substitution items.

•	 These partnerships also enable OMNIA Partners to 
access a wide range of food products and ingredients, 
ensuring reliable and consistent supply for food 
programs. 

Amidst these challenges, partnering with a cooperative 
purchasing organization, like OMNIA Partners, becomes 
instrumental in providing practical solutions and support.

Subject Matter Experts (SMEs) play a crucial role in 
navigating the complexities of budget constraints, staffing 
shortages, and supply chain issues. Their expertise 
in contracts, compliance, and best practices ensures 
efficient procurement processes, allowing public sector 
food programs to overcome operational hurdles.



A robust contract portfolio of food and 
food service suppliers, coupled with 
collective buying power of agencies across 
the nation, addresses budget constraints 
by ensuring optimal pricing and favorable 
terms. The lead public agency contracting 
model guarantees an efficient and 
compliant procurement process, alleviating 
the burden of managing complex RFP’s.

Beyond cost savings, a cooperative offers 
a holistic approach to address overarching 
challenges. Supplier partnerships extend 
beyond transactional relationships to 
actively support food programs with 
solutions for menu customization, 
sustainability practices, emergency 
preparedness, and technology integration.

The challenges of budget constraints, 
staffing shortages, compliance, and 
supply chain disruptions in public 
sector food programs demand a 
strategic and collaborative approach. 
The synergy between a cooperative 
and these challenges is rooted in a 
shared commitment to efficiency, cost-
effectiveness, and, most importantly, 
making a meaningful impact through food 
programming. As the obstacles persist, 
a partnership with a trusted cooperative 
becomes increasingly indispensable 
in ensuring sustainable, efficient, and 
impactful food programs for communities 
across the nation. 
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As your ally in the purchasing process, OMNIA Partners is dedicated to 
optimizing procurement for your organization. Our goal is to improve the 
way your organization identifies, evaluates, and procures what they need 
at the best value. With free membership, you’ll gain full access to our 
portfolio of leading national supplier contracts, spend visibility, analytics, 
and subject matter experts to help you identify more strategic and efficient 
ways to procure. We are here to help you achieve your procurement goals 

while saving you time and money along the way. 

Discover a better way to buy at www.omniapartners.com
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