
Starting Your Food Business

SBDCs provide one-on-one consulting from qualified professional consultants at no cost, as well as live and on-
demand training on a variety of topics.

This handout was developed by The University of Scranton SBDC to provide you with an overview of things to
consider as you select your value-added strategy, along with addressing the questions most commonly asked by
food and farm entrepreneurs.

Some foods can be made legally in an inspected, registered home-style kitchen (called a Limited Food
Establishment), while others can only be made in a commercial kitchen. The dividing lines between the two
often center on your source of water, and whether a food product is time/temperature controlled for safety
(TCS) or can be safely stored at room temperature. 

What type of product do I want to make?

Converting a family recipe to commercial batches will increase the volume that you make at one time,
possibly requiring a steam kettle or other industrial capacity equipment, and food safety testing tools (such
as a pH meter or a moisture gauge) which will increase start-up costs.

What equipment will I need?

Producing the product differently (i.e., organic, grass-fed, or locally produced)
Processing what is grown or harvested (such as converting your goats’ milk to cheese)
Product segregation (marking strawberries as Grade A and “seconds”)
Producing with farm-based renewable energy

Why might I begin adding value to a locally grown product?
In the marketplace, there are price makers and price takers. In order to set the price to cover what you need, to
cover all costs and bring in additional revenues (profits). In other words, rather than sell for “the going price,” you
need to create a reason for your customer to see your product as different and special – well worth paying a bit
more.

This is where adding value comes in. The US Department of Agriculture’s definition of “value-added” has four
components:

In this fact sheet, we will concentrate on “processing” to add value since this type of activity will require starting a
food business in its most basic sense. To start this type of enterprise, there are a number of regulations that you will
need to meet since food safety is a top concern. Which specific requirements you’ll meet depends on the type of
product you want to make, where you intend to sell it, and other factors. As a start-up food business owner, you
will have to answer this series of questions to determine whether what you have in mind will comply with the
regulations:

Considering Adding Value

Thinking of adding value to what you grow?

The Small Business Development Center (SBDC) can help you learn more about
what that involves and determine your first steps!

Adding Value to Locally Grown Products

As of 10/2023



After reading through Considering Adding Value, take a few minutes to jot down your thoughts, questions, or
items for follow-up:

Considering Adding Value - Notes
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If you intend to sell products directly to consumers for point-of-purchase consumption (via restaurant, food
truck, catering, etc.), the kitchen may require local health inspection and licensing. Raw agricultural
products sold at the farmers market may have no inspection required, as long as you don’t cut or wash them
prior to sale. If you intend to make a packaged processed, or wholesale food, your operation will be
regulated by the Pennsylvania Department of Agriculture (PDA)'s Bureau of Food Safety and Laboratory
Service⁽¹⁾. 

How will I sell my products?

All food businesses selling items interstate (including online sales) must be registered with the U.S. Food and
Drug Administration (FDA)⁽²⁾, related to Homeland Security (food defense). This will signal the need to
partially or fully comply with Food Safety Modernization Act Produce Safety or Preventative Controls for
Human Food rules⁽³⁾ These standards require specific protocols for produce and processed foods for human
consumption that are sold outside a 275-mile radius of the grower's or processors' facility, or sold wholesale
(not direct from producer to consumer). It is not enough to just assert that you won’t sell to people beyond
the stipulated area, and you will need to keep a record of all sales to prove where you sold your products
throughout the year, in case of an audit.

How will my products be distributed?

Food businesses that make packaged food products, items that are meant to be transported throughout the
state for sale, are under PDA’s jurisdiction. This is not necessarily so for Retail Food Facilities, if the county
or municipality in which the farm-to-table restaurant, food truck, or farm stand is located claims the right of
oversight. Knowing which entity has jurisdiction is not a simple process. For example, Allegheny, Bucks,
Chester, Delaware, Erie, Lackawanna, Montgomery, and Philadelphia Counties conduct retail facility
inspections and licensing in their jurisdictions. Numerous other municipalities, boroughs, townships, and
cities also fulfill this function. Because the local jurisdictions change from time to time, it’s important to
determine whether a local entity will be inspecting your business by checking the Local Health Departments
list⁽⁴⁾ maintained on the PDA website⁽⁵⁾ as you create your plan for this venture.

Who will license and inspect my business?



Businesses that make, process, pack, or hold human food must comply with the Preventive Controls for
Human Food (PCHF) rule. However, PDA inspected businesses making less than $1M annually,  can
claim Qualified Facility⁽⁸⁾ status.

Even though Qualified Facilities may be exempt from PCHF rule, they must still comply with the   
Good Manufacturing Practices (GMPs) in the Code of Federal Regulations. 

Your company is not required to develop written GMP compliance guides. You are not required to
monitor or keep a record of each time the practices are followed.

GMPs compliance does include integrating these food safety requirements into the on-the-job training
for all employees, so each person understands his/her role.

You must keep a training form for each employee, recording the dates on which that person was trained
about cleanliness, health requirements, and performing assigned tasks and individual standards.

In addition to the initial FSMA rules (Produce, PCHF, and PCAF), FDA introduced a Food
Traceability rule in November 2022. All businesses are to comply in January 2026. The Food
Traceability rule requires all businesses across the supply chain to develop and adopt a Food
Traceability Plan.

This Food Traceability applies to all companies that manufacture, process, pack, or warehouse foods
found on the Food Traceability List (FTL)⁽⁹⁾, regardless of size, to enable “faster identification and
rapid removal of potentially contaminated food from the marketplace, resulting in fewer foodborne
illnesses and/or deaths.”

Food Traceability Rule is the first FSMA rule to include retail food businesses (restaurants, grocery
stores, food trucks, etc.) - so that they must also track when an FTL item passes from farm to customer. 

A “Factsheet on the FDA FSMA Food Traceability Rule for Retail Food Establishments (RFEs) and
Restaurants”⁽¹⁰⁾ explains how retailers will comply in 2026.

Additional food safety regulations focus on specific food products or processes: 
Seafood, Meat, Poultry, Egg, Catfish, Sprouts, and Juice Hazard Analysis Critical Control Points
(HACCP)
Foreign Supplier Verification Program (if you import ingredients)
3rd Party Inspection and Certification Program (if you sell to chain retailers)
Sanitary Transportation of Human and Animal Food (for shipping and delivery)
Low-Acid and Acidified Canned Food Regulations (better process control school training)

FSMA Facts

What is FSMA? 
Congress launched the Food Safety Modernization Act (FSMA, commonly pronounced “FIZZ-ma”)⁽⁶⁾ in 2011,
with the FDA as the lead agency. In 2015, the FDA finalized seven major rules to cover human and animal food
safety – including mention of very small businesses, which needed to comply by 2018. It is possible to start a food
business complying with only local or PDA policies, including Good Manufacturing Practices (GMPs)⁽⁷⁾. However,
if your products will be sold across state lines or by eCommerce, FSMA compliance will be required. For that
reason, it is important to start, or grow, your business with an awareness of FSMA.
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Applying FSMA

https://www.agriculture.pa.gov/consumer_protection/FoodSafety/manufacturing-packing-holding-distribution/Documents/Limited%20Food%20Establishment%20Application%20Packet.pdf
https://www.agriculture.pa.gov/consumer_protection/FoodSafety/manufacturing-packing-holding-distribution/Documents/Application%20Packet%20-%20Food%20Establishment%20Registration.pdf
https://www.servsafe.com/NRA-Industry-Programs
https://www.fda.gov/food/guidance-regulation-food-and-dietary-supplements/food-safety-modernization-act-fsma
https://www.agriculture.pa.gov/consumer_protection/FoodSafety/manufacturing-packing-holding-distribution/commercial-food-establishments/Documents/Modernized%20GMPs%20Checklist%20for%20PA%20Food%20Establishments.pdf
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After reading through Applying FSMA, take a few minutes to jot down your thoughts, questions, or items for
follow-up:

Applying FSMA - Notes

Home-Based Food Enterprises
Let’s take a step back and talk about the most basic type of value-added enterprise. Like many others considering
starting any type of business, food entrepreneurs often gravitate toward initiating operations in their own homes.
While this option is convenient (especially if the goal is to keep a “day job” while the business catches on), there are
a number of things you will need to do, to ensure that you are making food safely and legally.

First steps to take:

Initial Steps for My Business

Check with your local zoning authority (city, township, borough, or county) to confirm that you are
allowed to have a business at your address. If you are on a farm, don’t assume that your value-added
production will be covered by “right to farm,” because depending on what you make and how you sell it,
the planning officials may consider your venture as commercial rather than agricultural. If you are legally
able to set up your home business, get confirmation in writing. If you are not, and you want to pursue your
business idea, inquire how you may apply for a variance. Be prepared for the variance process to take time
and money.

Consider the source of water coming into your home. As of May 2022, a majority of food business locations
must have water supplied by a public water source as recognized by the PA Department of Environmental
Protection (DEP). The source may be a municipal water supply (confirmed by a copy of a water bill), a non-
community public water system (confirmed by a DEP Approval Letter), or a non-public / non-municipal /
private water supply (for example: well water), for which an Affidavit from DEP and current water test must
be provided. Private water must be tested at a DEP-approved water testing laboratory of your choosing.
Initial testing for Total Coliform (1 sample) and for Nitrate/Nitrite (1 sample) must be done and results
provided at the time you apply for registration with PDA. To get started, find the closest DEP Regional
Office⁽¹¹⁾ and call them, to discuss your individual, required actions. 

https://www.servsafe.com/NRA-Industry-Programs
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After these initial steps, go to the PDA website to retrieve the Application Packet - Limited Food
Establishment⁽¹²⁾ (LFE). This is the registration that you will need to make food in a residential kitchen. It is
called “limited,” because in-home food production is restricted to specific items that are NOT
Time/Temperature Control for Safety (TCS) Foods (formerly called potentially hazardous foods, "PHF").
TCS foods are foods that will support the growth of bacteria and require temperature controls (kept hot or
cold) to keep those foods safe to eat.

To determine if your planned product(s) can be made in an LFE, check the information section (in the
application) listing the categories of food most often legally produced in a registered, inspected residential
kitchen, including most baked goods (cakes, cookies, fruit pies); candy; jams and jellies; high-acid, acidified,
or fermented foods; and fresh fruit juice.

No animals/pets are permitted in the home at any time if the personal home kitchen is used.
Children are not allowed in the kitchen during the food processing hours.
All business-related ingredients must be placed in food-grade containers, and stored separate from those for
personal use (separate shelves, separate cupboards, etc.). These supplies must be properly labeled, stored, and
protected.
Family and commercial food cannot be prepared at the same time. A “dual-use” kitchen requires you to
carefully schedule your time so that private and business activities do not conflict.

Most items outside of this list are considered TCS foods, which can only be produced in a registered "commercial"
food establishment, using a kitchen that meets the full regulatory code requirements, including separation from
residential-use areas, equipment for commercial processing, and adequate plumbing fixtures. Setting up such a
facility will greatly increase your start-up costs. If your product is TCS, see the "Commercial Kitchens" section
below.

Assuming you "pass" these initial steps for an LFE, there are some general rules with which you will need to
comply:

These are some general rules to consider. Keep in mind that there may be more rules with which you need to comply.

Commercial Kitchens
If checking the requirements for Limited Food Establishment registration tells you that you can’t make your
product in your home, it doesn’t necessarily mean that you should drop the idea entirely — but it is a signal that
you will need to think a bit outside the box about how and where your food can be made.

One option to explore is to convert your basement (with exterior entrance), garage, or any other area on your
property to the kitchen you need. Similar to the Limited Food Establishment, described above, you will need to
confirm with the zoning authority that you may have a business at your residence, and water standards from DEP
must be met. To fully consider this option, go to PDA’s website for a copy of the Application Packet - Food
Establishment Registration⁽¹³⁾. The instructional portion of this document describes all requirements for a
commercial kitchen, including kitchen set-up and equipment.

Doing a cost analysis for all equipment and renovations will enable you to see if having a secondary kitchen on
your property might be a working option. However, before investing in the new kitchen, do some “comparison
shopping,” armed with the requirements of a suitable facility, to make sure that the costs justify the benefits.

One alternative to creating a facility on your premises is using a shared community kitchen. Shared kitchens are
specifically set up for start-up businesses (tenants) to make their products on a regular basis. Some shared kitchens
are also “incubators,” providing additional services and guidance for food business owners. A good place to find
shared kitchens is The Kitchen Door⁽¹⁴⁾. While not an all-inclusive list of shared kitchens, looking at the listings
within a specific radius of your home will provide you with a better idea of the type of facility you will need for
your product. 

https://www.servsafe.com/NRA-Industry-Programs
https://www.servsafe.com/NRA-Industry-Programs
https://www.servsafe.com/NRA-Industry-Programs
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Because shared kitchens are rare across our state, an easier-to-find alternative is to contract with a restaurant, fire
hall, or church, using their kitchen when they are not engaged in dinner service, group meals, or fundraisers. If the
facility is convenient to your home, the owners are willing, and it meets the requirements of the regulatory agency,
this is often a cost-effective option. However, you may find that the organization will not let you store your supplies
and inventory on their premises – and they will frequently require you to arrange your schedule around theirs.

Regardless of whether you create your own secondary kitchen, or you arrange to use someone else’s facility, you
will need PDA registration as a Food Establishment in your own right. You will need to receive food safety
certification (for example, the National Restaurant Association’s ServSafe® Manager⁽¹⁵⁾), and you will need to
develop commercial equipment usage, and business management, skills to launch your new business.

After reading through Initial Steps for My Business, take a few minutes to jot down your thoughts, questions, or
items for follow-up:

Initial Steps for My Business - Notes

Through the years, the portion of each food dollar that remains on the farm (or in the community) has gotten
smaller. According to the USDA Economic Research Service, since 1993, the farm share of each dollar spent by
American consumers has mostly trended downward, beginning the period at 18.4 cents and hitting an all-time low,
of 14.5 cents in 2021. And, as this average return-to-producer descended, the cost to grow the product increased
with inflation. A way to retain a higher amount of the food dollar on the farm is to add value – especially by
making what you sell more consumer-ready. 

This added value increases the marketability of products as buyers more readily seek farm-fresh, local items for
their table. However, for most producers, there is no such thing as a “simple little food business.” Instead, you will
need to address many facets of modern food production to successfully add value to foods that you raise, grow, or
purchase.

Some Final Considerations

https://www.servsafe.com/NRA-Industry-Programs
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After reading through this document and making notes, list some of the tasks you plan to complete or items you
would like to explore further. If you add target deadlines for completion, it's more probable that you'll actually
finish them! To help you get started, we’ve listed a few suggested items below. If any of the included items are not in
line with the choice that you’re evaluating, put N/A in front of it.

My Follow-Up Items

Contact The University of Scranton SBDC for assistance.

Determine the product(s) I want to make.

Decide whether I will sell my products direct to consumer, by eCommerce, or wholesale.

Check with my municipality to see if zoning will permit me to make my product in my home.

Contact PA DEP regional office for public water source approval.

Research the type of equipment I will need to process and package my product.

Determine who will inspect and license/register my business.

Complete ServSafe Manager training/certification.

Review the Current Good Manufacturing Practices checklist to ensure compliance.

Comply with the FSMA rules and “FSMA Facts” that apply to my current operation.

Proactively apply the Food Traceability Rule to my operation.

(If the product is non-TCS)Take the “first steps” in setting up my Limited Food Establishment.

(If the product is TCS) Identify where I will access a commercial kitchen for my Commercial Food
Establishment.

Complete and submit my application for a Limited Food Establishment or Commercial Food Establishment
registration.
Complete the paperwork (PDA or local health agency) for a Retail Food Facility or Mobile Food Facility.

After registering my Limited or Commercial Food Establishment, set up an online account with FDA to
complete facility registration and Qualified Facility attestation.



This material is based upon work supported by the National Institute of Food and Agriculture, U.S. Department of Agriculture, through
the Northeast Sustainable Agriculture Research and Education program under subaward number LNE20-398.

Any opinions, findings, conclusions, or recommendations expressed in this publication are those of the author(s) and do not
necessarily reflect the view of the U.S. Department of Agriculture.

⁽¹⁾ PDA Bureau of Food Safety and Laboratory Services

⁽²⁾ U.S. Food and Drug Administration Registration of Food Facilities and Other Submissions

⁽³⁾ FSMA Final Rule for Preventive Controls for Human Food 

⁽⁴⁾ Pennsylvania Department of Agriculture's Local Health Departments List

⁽⁵⁾ PDA Food Safety Webpage

⁽⁶⁾ Food Safety Modernization Act (FSMA)

⁽⁷⁾ PDA Current Good Manufacturing Practices (GMPs) Food Establishment Checklist

⁽⁸⁾ FDA Qualified Facility Attestation

⁽⁹⁾ FDA Food Traceability List

⁽¹⁰⁾ Factsheet on the FDA FSMA Food Traceability Rule for Retail Food Establishments (RFEs) and Restaurants

⁽¹¹⁾ PA DEP Office Locations

⁽¹²⁾ PDA Application Packet Food Establishment Registration - Limited Food Establishments

⁽¹³⁾ PDA Application Packet Food Establishment Registration - Food Establishments

⁽¹⁴⁾ The Kitchen Door

⁽¹⁵⁾ ServSafe Manager Online Course & Exam

Resources 

The University of Scranton Small Business Development Center
www.scrantonsbdc.com
800 Linden Street, Scranton, PA 18510
570-941-7588

https://www.agriculture.pa.gov/consumer_protection/FoodSafety/pages/default.aspx
https://www.agriculture.pa.gov/consumer_protection/FoodSafety/Pages/default.aspx
https://www.fda.gov/food/guidance-regulation-food-and-dietary-supplements/registration-food-facilities-and-other-submissions
https://www.fda.gov/food/food-safety-modernization-act-fsma/fsma-final-rule-preventive-controls-human-food
https://www.fda.gov/food/food-safety-modernization-act-fsma/fsma-final-rule-preventive-controls-human-food
https://www.agriculture.pa.gov/consumer_protection/FoodSafety/Documents/Local%20Health%20CURRENT%2010-06-22.pdf
https://www.agriculture.pa.gov/consumer_protection/FoodSafety/Documents/Local%20Health%20CURRENT%2010-06-22.pdf
https://www.agriculture.pa.gov/Pages/default.aspx
https://www.agriculture.pa.gov/consumer_protection/FoodSafety/Pages/default.aspx
https://www.fda.gov/food/guidance-regulation-food-and-dietary-supplements/food-safety-modernization-act-fsma
https://www.fda.gov/food/guidance-regulation-food-and-dietary-supplements/food-safety-modernization-act-fsma
https://www.agriculture.pa.gov/consumer_protection/FoodSafety/manufacturing-packing-holding-distribution/commercial-food-establishments/Documents/Modernized%20GMPs%20Checklist%20for%20PA%20Food%20Establishments.pdf
https://www.agriculture.pa.gov/consumer_protection/FoodSafety/manufacturing-packing-holding-distribution/commercial-food-establishments/Documents/Modernized%20GMPs%20Checklist%20for%20PA%20Food%20Establishments.pdf
https://www.agriculture.pa.gov/consumer_protection/FoodSafety/manufacturing-packing-holding-distribution/Documents/Limited%20Food%20Establishment%20Application%20Packet.pdf
https://www.fda.gov/food/registration-food-facilities-and-other-submissions/qualified-facility-attestation
https://www.agriculture.pa.gov/consumer_protection/FoodSafety/manufacturing-packing-holding-distribution/Documents/Application%20Packet%20-%20Food%20Establishment%20Registration.pdf
https://www.fda.gov/food/food-safety-modernization-act-fsma/food-traceability-list
https://www.servsafe.com/NRA-Industry-Programs
https://www.fda.gov/media/163015/download?attachment
https://www.servsafe.com/NRA-Industry-Programs
https://www.dep.pa.gov/About/Regional/pages/office-locations.aspx
https://www.servsafe.com/NRA-Industry-Programs
https://www.agriculture.pa.gov/consumer_protection/FoodSafety/manufacturing-packing-holding-distribution/Documents/Limited%20Food%20Establishment%20Application%20Packet.pdf
https://www.servsafe.com/NRA-Industry-Programs
https://www.agriculture.pa.gov/consumer_protection/FoodSafety/manufacturing-packing-holding-distribution/commercial-food-establishments/Documents/Food%20Establishment%20Registration%20Application%20Packet.pdf
https://www.servsafe.com/NRA-Industry-Programs
https://www.thekitchendoor.com/
https://www.servsafe.com/NRA-Industry-Programs
https://www.servsafe.com/access/SS/Catalog/ProductDetail/SSMCT7XONLPROC?gad=1&gclid=CjwKCAjw6eWnBhAKEiwADpnw9pb4J500WzJS1SMQa8Op4yssMcy6vGSua0fi6eEla2R49DaGIJk45BoC6N4QAvD_BwE&gclsrc=aw.ds
http://www.scrantonsbdc.com/

