



Local Search Site Search
[image: image1.png]



Top of Form

[image: image2.wmf]



 HTMLCONTROL Forms.HTML:Submitbutton.1 [image: image3.wmf]GO



 HTMLCONTROL Forms.HTML:Hidden.1 [image: image4.wmf]


Bottom of Form

[image: image5.png]


Sign In | Register now

Home Delivery

 HYPERLINK "http://www.boston.com/bostonglobe/" 
 

[image: image7.png]





· Home
· Today's Globe
· News
· Business
· Sports
· Lifestyle
· A&E
· Things to do
· Travel
· Cars
· Jobs
· Homes
· Local Search
· Fashion
· Food
· House & Home
· Green Living
· Relationships
· Forums
· Pets
· Weddings
· Moms
· Do Good
[image: image9.png]





[image: image11.png]





[image: image13.png]bostop, .om



THIS STORY HAS BEEN FORMATTED FOR EASY PRINTING 

· Home / 

· Lifestyle / 

· Food 





Virtually delicious

Online markets give farmers more stability and let customers see what’s fresh without leaving home

By Robert Preer 

Globe Correspondent / August 10, 2009 
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After tending vegetables, berries, and herbs all week on her small farm in Western Maine, Deborah Chadbourne sits at her computer every Friday morning and types a list of items ready for harvest. She e-mails the list to www.westernmainemarket.com, which posts it later in the day.
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Once customers place their orders and pay for them with PayPal, Chadbourne picks the produce, puts it in boxes, and delivers it to one of two spots in nearby Farmington.

“It’s a wonderful thing,’’ Chadbourne said of the website, started in April by the Western Mountains Alliance, a regional nonprofit sustainable-development organization. “In the past, if I picked something and it didn’t sell, I’d have to use it myself or throw it away. Sometimes at the market, you run out of things, and this way the customers know it will be waiting for them.’’

Virtual farmers’ markets have emerged in recent years as a supplement to physical farmers’ markets. Online markets can simplify marketing for growers, while making shopping easier for customers.

Last year, New Hampshire launched a statewide virtual farmers’ market, www.nhfarms.com, with links to nearly a hundred local farmers. The Federation of Massachusetts Farmers Markets hopes to start a statewide online farmers’ market next year, with home-delivery options in some communities.

Earlier this year in Massachusetts, smaller virtual farmers’ markets opened in Plymouth, shop.plymouthfarmersmarket.org, and Westminster, www.massfoodcoop.org. An online market in Plymouth, N.H., www.localfoodsplymouth.org, has been operating since 2006.

In perhaps the most ambitious venture of its kind, an entrepreneur in Great Britain recently launched an online farmers’ market with the Second Life virtual world company, www.virtualfarmersmarketuk.com. On the 3-D site, shoppers can create avatars - representations of themselves - who walk along market stalls, examining products and interacting with vendors.

Online markets are part of a larger movement by small farmers to use technology to sell goods and manage operations, according to industry specialists.

“This technology is an absolute requirement for survival,’’ said Jeff Cole, executive director of the Massachusetts farmers’ market federation and owner of a berry and vegetable farm in Sutton. “We know there is a whole generation of consumers that is comfortable with computers and the Internet, and they use it for shopping.’’

Some farmers are using Facebook and Twitter to alert customers when produce is being harvested. The Federation of Massachusetts Farmers Markets sends out promotional e-mails, voice mail, and text messages to potential customers, and it is launching an e-mail marketing campaign to promote interest in local foods.

Farmers’ markets have enjoyed boom times in recent years, as more people have turned toward locally grown food for health and environmental reasons. There are about 200 farmers’ markets in Massachusetts this summer, double the number of a decade ago.

This year, business has been mixed. While demand has been strong, rainy days have lowered turnout or forced cancellations.

Virtual farmers’ markets eliminate weather as a marketing factor. Another advantage is that farmers can post information about products, as well as recipes.

Andrew Marble, who owns a 130-acre farm in Western Maine, said the virtual market now accounts for about a quarter of his sales.

“The beauty of the virtual market for us is that it’s so easy,’’ he said. “I sit down at the computer and send an e-mail once a week saying what is available. Because everything is prepaid, you never harvest more than what you have actually sold.’’

Several New Hampshire agencies created the statewide virtual market in the spring of 2008 to connect farmers with restaurant chefs. When officials saw the potential of the service, they decided to open it to the public.

Farmers and organizers say they do not see virtual markets replacing the centuries-old tradition of outdoor markets. Some customers still want to squeeze the tomatoes, inspect the corn, and interact with the people who grow the food.

“I don’t think the majority of sales will be through the virtual market,’’ said Gail McWilliam Jellie, director of agricultural development for the New Hampshire Department of Agriculture, Markets, and Food. “It provides another opportunity for people to enjoy local food.’’

Kimberly Trider-Grant, who lives in Leeds, Maine, and works in the financial aid office of the University of Maine at Farmington, said the virtual market works fine for her.

“I see what all of the farmers are offering, and I can plan my meals for the week, submit the order, and pick it up in my car pool,’’ Trider-Grant said. “It’s nice to go to the farmers’ market on the weekend, but I can do this in the evening in my pajamas.’’

Robert Preer can be reached at preer@globe.com. [image: image30.png]
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