
Dining Services at the University of Maryland in Col-
lege Park has teamed with students, faculty and staff 
to create its Sustainable Food Working Group to help 

meet its sustainability goals. 
“Our Sustainable Food Working Group was formed last 

spring,” said Allison Lilly, sustainability and wellness coor-
dinator with Dining Services. “The group consists of faculty, 
staff and student representatives. Together, over the past year, 
they have participated in discussions, gotten programs started 
and come up with ideas around what sustainable food is on 
this campus — what the good examples are of what we want 
to look at from other campuses and other industries and what 
some of the key issues are that we want to tackle.” 

What came out of the group’s meetings are a Sustainable 
Action Plan and a Sustainable Food Commitment. “Our over-
arching sustainable commitment itself is to reach 20 percent 
sustainable food by 2020,” she said. “That will be marked by 
1-4 percent annual increases in sustainable foods. We looked 
all over the place to help frame and define what sustainable 
food means. We are looking at not just ecologically sound 
practices, but also local purchasing and fair and humane 
practices as well.”

The commitment brings together a number of different 
sustainability issues important to the group. “We have stu-
dents on campus and community members whose passion is 
around fair labor practices,” said Lilly. “In the past, we had 
been engaging in those discussions, independent of those stu-
dents who were really interested in organic and local, but now, 
part of the hope is — through part of a joint program — we 
are going to be tackling all of these issues at the same time, so 
you can look at the food system a little bit more holistically.”

There is a special focus on locally sourced food products. 
“We are especially looking at Maryland growers and produc-
ers,” she said. “We are trying to figure out how we can be really 
supportive of Maryland agriculture, Maryland fishermen, those 
type of things. We are also looking at increasing unprocessed 
foods that help to enable that program. If we are accustomed to 
buying a chopped produce item, maybe making accommoda-
tions for buying it whole, so that we have more flexibility 
to work with local growers that might not process that 
product the same way we bought it in the past. We are 
trying to change the paradigm a little bit to really 
make that a central part of our overall initiative.” 

The university is also using products that 
are produced with ecologically sound prac-
tices. “One of the things I am excited about 
with our program is that we have within 
the working group, a subcommittee of 
students called Metrics, Reporting 
and Research,” said Lilly. “One of 
the things they want to do for each 
of those terms — local fare, hu-
mane and ecologically sound — 
is to do a lot of research on what 

kinds of certifications, what kinds of practices — what are we 
really talking about when we use those kinds of terms? They 
are going to be helping us say, ‘Is certified or USDA Organic 
the only way to meet the ecologically sound criteria, or are 
there other ways to look at the production practices of a farm 
you are buying from that maybe didn’t get USDA certified, 
but maybe there are other features of their program that help 
to exemplify environmental stewardship, even though they 
don’t have a certification.’” 

A key element of the program is education. “The food 
system is very broad and we want this program to serve as 
education for our students about how complex it is, and how 
many different moving pieces there are,” she said. “One of 
the things I like to tell our students when we are talking about 
sustainable food, is that I don’t like to see just a new shopping 
list. That defeats the purpose, which is really to create a lot of 
dialogue around what sustainability means and how we get 
there. That includes building partnerships, looking at menu 
planning, food preparation, and also looking at the other side 
of the equation on waste management practices, composting 
and community gardening and connecting students with the 
local farms that we work with.” 

A great part of the success of the program for Lilly is the in-
terdepartmental collaboration. “It has been really amazing to see 
the kinds of reactions we’ve gotten from different members of 
the community, even on the staff and faculty side,” she said. “On 
our working group, we have folks who work in the agriculture 
extension, agricultural economists who work in food safety and 
plant sciences, and we have those from more of the operational 
side of campus. You don’t often get those kinds of players all 
in the room at the same time. That has been 
really great to get a lot of good 
dialogue going.”
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