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Executive Summary 

 Since 2007, the Real Food Challenge has aimed to create a more healthy, fair, and green food 

system through the participation of universities, students, and intern researchers. The mission of the Real 

Food Calculator (RFC) interns is to track, audit, report, and offer options to increase the amount of real 

food served throughout Carolina Dining Services. The Real Food team believes in sustainable 

consumership in that food sources should be local/community based, fair, ecologically sound, and/or 

humane.  

 Fall 2022 interns audited purchases from February 2022 under Real Food Calculator’s 2.1 

standards and found that the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill has purchased a total of 13.75% 

real food. We have researched vendors and farms to be able to confirm they meet the requirements 

outlined by Real Food. Here, we will discuss the methodologies, results, sources of error, challenges, and 

recommendations discovered through the course of the semester. 

 

Real Food Challenge (RFC) Overview 

 The Real Food Challenge began in 2007 after student activists and national food movement 

leaders worked together to form an organization targeting food distribution in higher education 

institutions. The movement combined many goals of sustainability in food production, from locally 

sourced food to worker’s rights and fair trade into one organization. In 2011, RFC launched the Get Real! 

Campaign, which encouraged Universities to sign a Real Food Campus Commitment. The commitment 

pledged that the school’s food purchasing would equal at least 20% of all food served through Carolina 

Dining Services. UNC Chancellor Carol Folt signed the pledge in 2016, committing the school to RFC 

through 2020, and Carolina Dining Services (CDS) met and exceeded those goals. However, CDS 

remains committed to providing food that passes the high thresholds presented by RFC, and thus submits 

its expenditures to RFC every semester for review. 

 

Purpose 

 The Real Food Challenge interns share many of the same values the initiative set out to achieve in 

the beginning; that is consuming foods which sufficiently nourishes producers, consumers, communities, 

as well as Earth. The concept of sustainability is a relatively new field that has taken the campus of UNC-

CH by storm. The Real Food Challenge interns values and beliefs align with these ideas even within the 

business sector. Creating a greener environment while still being able to access some of our favorite foods 
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should be of high priority. The Real Food Challenge interns serve as a bridge between the National Real 

Food Challenge organization and Carolina Dining Services. The main purpose the interns serve is to 

complete audits of Carolina Dining Services to ensure that the percentage of food purchases meets RFC’s 

requirement of 20% real food.  

 Carolina Dining Services are also committed to creating a greener environment through the Real 

Food Challenge. CDS is dedicated to serving 20% real food in the dining hall. CDS believes “Carolina 

only accepts the best, so we only serve the best.” CDS strives to provide innovative, well-balanced, and 

sustainably focused meals to the diverse Tar-Heel community. CDS has also won numerous awards for 

their strides such as the Gold Award Educational Outreach & Sustainability (2020). CDS has managed to 

purchase over 20% real food from 2016-2020 and continues striving to meet this goal.  

Calculator Methodology 

Our research this semester spanned from the last week of January through February 2022. For this 

time period CDS provided us with redacted invoices of every purchase made for Lenoir and Chase Dining 

Halls. Each item from the redacted invoices was then loaded into a spreadsheet with the given categories: 

product description, category, product code, label/brand, vendor, fair/fair description, 

ecological/ecological description, humane/humane description, disqualifiers/disqualifier description as 

well as cost. Once all items were uploaded into the spreadsheet we went to work researching each item in 

such a way that we could determine if they qualified as real food (using Real Food Calculator 2.1 

standards).  

Much of our research was done online and when that fell short we reached out to vendors through 

phone calls and emails. First we determined if a company qualified as being local by using the address 

provided by the vendor and entering into Google Maps to determine distance from campus. All 

production, processing and distribution facilities must be located within 250 miles from campus with an 

extended range of 500 miles for meat, poultry and seafood. The next step in our research process was to 

look at ownership and size of the vendors. Products must be sourced from producers that are privately or 

cooperatively owned and individually owned farms must gross less than $5 million/year and 

cooperatively owned companies must gross $50 million a year or less. If products were determined to be 

local and met the qualifications for ownership and revenue caps we begin looking for third party 

certifications such as USDA organic, Certified humane/free range pasture raised, Global animal 

partnership or any other certification that might apply for each given food item.  

Multi-ingredient items presented us with a different set of challenges as we had to reach out to 

vendors and determine where each ingredient came from. In order for a multi-ingredient item to qualify 

50% of the product must meet the Real Food standards. This proved difficult to determine and 
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disqualified several vendors. Items such as flour are rarely sourced locally even if the vendor meets local 

qualifications the sourcing of ingredients often disqualified products.   

The last step in our methodology was to look for any disqualifiers that may apply to vendors or 

products. Some items we could immediately dismiss as being ultra processed foods such as cereal and 

sodas. Labor and human rights violations were also looked into for each vendor though we could not 

prove such violations happened with any current CDS vendors. GMO’s and concentrated animal feeding 

operations (CAFOs) were other disqualifiers. Multiple vendors were determined to be operating with 

CAFOs and thus disqualifying them from counting as real food.  

Results 

 

 
Percentage of real food by year from 2010 to 2022. Standards switched from 1.0 to 2.1 (stricter) in 2017. 

For years with multiple reports, results were averaged. 
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Percentage of real food by category in spring/fall 2019 and spring 2022 (no category-specific data in 

report for spring 2020).  
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Breakdown of real food purchases by category.  
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Breakdown of total food purchases by category.  

 

Summary of Changes 

 The rate of real food purchases has increased slightly from spring 2020 to spring 2022, from 

12.3% to 13.75%. However, given the lack of category-specific data in the spring 2021 report, we 

compared real food purchase rates from the two reports in 2019 to spring 2022. Eggs and poultry have 

seen the greatest losses in real food purchase rates, while meat has seen the greatest growth. Eggs sourced 

from Sysco are no longer American Free Range certified, leading to the greatest drop in real food. 

Additionally, CDS has switched poultry sourcing from Cheney to Joyce Farms. While the research team 

originally qualified Joyce Farms chicken as real food, further investigation prompted by the RFC team 

showed that only the Heritage line of Joyce chicken, not the Naked line which CDS purchases, sources 

from local farms with AWA certifications. Finally, purchasing from Firsthand Foods has increased our 

real food rate for meat dramatically; Firsthand pork products qualify as Real Food A (Local and 

Humane), while beef products qualify as Real Food B (Local). 
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Sources of Error 

 Lack of communication from vendors may have a significant impact on our estimated purchase 

rate of real food. Given the slow trickle of invoices, we contacted some vendors later than we could have, 

waiting for a couple weeks with no email response before attempting to reach out over the phone. Often, 

when we received replies from vendors (such as 4P), they assured us that they would reach out to another 

party within the organization for confirmation, but no further response arrived. This potential source of 

error could be ameliorated in the future by sending interns a list of vendors before sending the redacted 

invoices; this way, interns can begin researching the vendors for organization-wide qualifications (for 

instance, revenue cap) and begin establishing rapport with them at the beginning of the semester. Keeping 

one individual accountable for these communications, while others work on data entry and online 

research, could better divide responsibility to this end.  

Challenges 

 As mentioned above, lack of communication with vendors, especially until later in the semester, 

presented a great challenge for research accuracy and efficiency. Many vendors redirected us multiple 

times via email or simply did not respond to our requests for more information. A specific challenge was 

communicating with 4P Foods; we reached out to them with no conclusive response on the local status of 

their products, but only a vague confirmation that they source most of their apples from Virginia, likely 

within the 250-mile radius to qualify as local. Additionally, communicating about Freshpoint purchases 

was equally challenging; after a few weeks of waiting for specifics on farms from which they source their 

produce, we reached out to those farms and received only one response. Thus, we only had online 

information to verify Real Food status for Freshpoint-sourced produce. In the future, CDS can send RFC 

interns the farm list for the correct weeks of purchase when they send the Freshpoint invoice, or ask 

interns to send Freshpoint a request for the correct farm list. 

Recommendations 

We have a few recommendations for the future of the RFC at UNC. First, we recommend that 

CDS switches its poultry supplier to one that qualifies under RFC Standards. Previously, CDS used 

Cheney as its poultry supplier, which qualified under RFC standards. CDS switched to Joyce Farms 

“Naked” brand as its poultry supplier, which does not qualify as real food under 2.1 standards. We 

recommend that CDS find a poultry supplier that qualifies as real food, either by switching to Joyce 

Farms “Heritage” brand, which does qualify as real food, return to Cheney supplied poultry, or find a new 
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supplier that qualifies. If just 50% of poultry used for the dining halls qualified as real food, UNC’s real 

food percentage would increase to 19.28%, nearly meeting the 20% goal originally set out. 

Our other recommendation is that UNC switches to RFC 3.0 standards as soon as they are 

released. RFC 3.0 standards improve on many of the key issues with 2.1 touched on by staff and interns 

alike, and would increase the amount of food that qualifies as real food. Under 3.0 standards, CDS could 

easily reach 20% real food by the end of 2023. The next section will cover the new changes presented by 

RFC 3.0 standards and the impacts that will have on real food calculations. 

RFC 3.0 Standards 

Beginning in 2023, RFC is launching their 3.0 real food standards, seeking to improve on the 2.1 

standards that are currently used. The new set of standards changes a few aspects of the calculation of real 

food percentage. First, the 3.0 standards remove disqualifiers, which would rule a food as not “real food” 

even if it otherwise qualifies. The new standards also remove revenue caps on locally produced food, 

which restricted the growth of local providers who qualified previously. The new standards also reclassify 

“Fair” into “Valued Workforce,” and shifts the qualification standards for this group away from fair trade 

practices and towards worker oriented standards. The new standards also expand the number of 

certifications that qualify a food in the “Animal Welfare” (renamed from “Humane”) category. The 

certifications are now grouped by Level 1, 2, and 3, with 3 being the highest, expanding on the 2-tier 

system found in the 2.1 standards. Similarly to 2.1, while level 3 is the best, foods under levels 2 and 1 

still qualify. 3.0 also adds a fifth category, “Community Health & Nutrition,” although it does not factor 

into the real food calculations for institutions. 

The new standards also come with guides for institutions as to how they can meet the goals set 

out in 3.0 standards. The guides provide recommendations for institutions as to how they can implement 

more real food options in their dining services, both in general and specific to each category, so that 

schools that only need to improve in one area can more specifically target that area. These 

recommendations also integrate parts of the Local Resourcing Program by Uprooted and Rising, which 

seeks to use education, resources, and money to redistribute wealth into the community, particularly 

BIPOC producers. While these are not directly part of the real food calculator, they do provide ways for 

institutions to build on their real food implementation, and might be implemented in a future iteration of 

the real food calculator along with the Community Health & Nutrition category. 
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Appendix A: Real Food Guide (2.1) 
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Appendix B: Summary of 3.0 Changes

 


