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Attendees:

Vincent Nolan, Project Leader




Connie Manes, Project Coordinator




Susan Twombly, Project Assistant




Julie Bailey, Farmland Preservation Committee



Buck Whiteway, New Milford EDC



Curtis Ek, Farmer




Bill Weed, Farmer
Guest Attendees:

Deb Marsden, Ct. Farm Fresh Express




Sarah Bollman, Ct. Farm Fresh Express

Mark Mankin, Sullivan Farm




Mark Maynard, Greyledge
 Farm



Marge Josephson, Naromi Land Trust, Sherman

Vincent Nolan commenced the meeting at 3:35.

Review SARE project goals

Vin summarized the goals of the SARE federal grant which are to assess both the marketplace and potential distribution systems in order to find ways to facilitate marketing avenues for farmers and preserve farms.

An available/tested local produce distribution mechanism pilot:  Deb Marsden Farm Fresh Express-Presentation and Discussion

Presentation

Deb Marsden procures fresh, naturally raised produce and product from over one-hundred organic and natural vendors throughout Connecticut.  Order fulfillment is carried out via the Ct. Farm Fresh Express website with deliveries made to ninety households and restaurants by her team of twelve drivers.  Over the last two years, she has moved her operation from her home to a warehouse of 900-1,000 square feet where she has two reach-in coolers, five refrigerators and one freezer and where she sorts, weighs, loads product for delivery and carries out office work.  She has been awarded a grant to buy a walk-in refrigerator, which will eliminate the other refrigerators.  Deb is currently consolidating her website and instituting an online credit card payment policy.  
Deb does not advertise.  Media coverage and word of mouth has consistently garnered her new customers over the last two years.  She is on Facebook and to a lesser extent Twitter and has a newsletter that is disseminated to 1200 readers.  

Deb currently breaks even financially with an average of $28,000 in revenue per month during her busiest period.  Ironically, her business experiences a dip of about 20% at the height of the growing season when fresh produce is readily available as more produce outlets are available to people such as farmers’ markets, farm stands and grocery store inventory.  Customers call on Deb when produce is scarce and difficult to find.  Deb points out that she has steady demand due to the variety of her sources and her ability to deliver on a consistent basis.  The area where she originated, Middlesex and New London counties, is her biggest customer base with Fairfield County quickly gaining.  At this point, her wish is to sign up more restaurants to strengthen her business.  
Deb is passionate about farm fresh food and about fulfilling the demand for it.  She also feels that a farmer must have many avenues for selling their product and her operation is one of them
Examples of the product Deb procures and delivers are:
Meats: beef, lamb, goat bison, chicken*, turkey (not organic but humanely raised; sold as individually packaged by the farm)
Cheese: goat, cow, sheep 

Seafood: scallops, flat fish, cod 
Dairy: raw and pasteurized milk, butter, yogurt

Tofu: non-g.m.o. soy

Greens & Tomatoes: year ‘round

Conserves: syrup, honey

*  chicken: Sringent USDA regulations mandate that the customer, via Deb, buy the bird from the farmer with the farmer overseeing the slaughter and, in turn paying, Deb a commission.

Discussion
The following contains Deb’s responses, by subject, to queries and comments posed by meeting attendees:

The long-term potential of the farms Deb patronizes

Most farms have multiple sales outlets such as farm stands and the farmer’s market.  Demand, especially from institutional buyers always outweighs supply.  It is therefore very likely that these and other farms will stay in business for the foreseeable future. 
Ct. Farm Fresh Express sales volume

Deb sells $28,000 worth of product per month at the height of her business cycle.  Household orders vary in size and are inconsistent as opposed to restaurants whose orders are consistent in size and frequency. 
Deb’s quest for new product and farms
Deb’s goal is to deliver Litchfield product to Fairfield, where demand is high, ideally from a hub located in Southern Litchfield County.  Vin pointed out that while Deb’s goal is to expand product and customer base, the goal of this committee is the economic sustainability of the farmer as well as respecting the interests of local organizations such as Plow to Plate to buy and consume local.  Deb pointed out that the customer base in New Milford, a large county, is spread out whereas consumers in communities further south are more concentrated.  Connie is confident that Deb can serve New Milford as there is demand. The popularity of CSAs in this area is a prime example.  Julie reminded us that Fort Hill farm initially served customers in Fairfield County then gradually concentrated its customer base in the New Milford area.  Connie and Julie are confident that there will be demand for Deb’s service here and that Deb can fulfill that demand from a New Milford hub with the support of this committee.
Issues that Deb foresees, if any, with the farmers in this area
Product availability and the ability of farmers to adapt to the rhythm of Deb’s service/customer demand.  
Pricing
Deb completely respects farmers’ price points and sets a 33% margin on top of that.  If the customer wants the product, they will buy it.  If not, no sale.  
Interest in specialty crops in this area
Deb seeks out sweet potatoes, heirloom tomatoes and squash, especially the more interesting varieties such as pattipan.  As to berries which can be scarce, Deb pointed out that customers pay top dollar, especially if the berries are delivered to their door.
Committed product sold out

Product that has previously been committed to Deb’s customers then sold at market or another venue frequently happens, however Deb is adept at suggesting substitutions to her customers or explaining the lapse.

New Milford and Fairfield 

The New Milford area has a large influx of weekenders especially during the warmer months of the year.  Deb observed that, conversely, in Fairfield County people head North.  Julie expressed, if/when we do have a Ct. Farm Fresh Express hub in New Milford, that weekenders have access to it.  Deb pointed out that she offers a “cooler exchange” system that preserves delivered product for busy customers that are often not at home during delivery
The phenomenon of local farmers dumping truckloads of excess produce 
Mark Mankin described the phenomenon of the dumping of excess produce.  He explained that he and his employees freeze as much excess produce as they can and make soups for organizations such as the local Senior Center.  Deb responded that she could sell such soup (from a commercial kitchen) for up to $14 a quart.  She supposes she buys the excess of many farmers and some farmers grow exclusively for her.  

Quantities
For restaurants Deb procures bushels of various produce per week; for households it varies and is difficult to measure.  Asked about meat products, Deb affirmed that she could use more meat product.  Mark Maynard offered to deliver to her base of operation.

Financial State
Upon learning that Deb breaks even financially, Vin expressed his concern that expanding at a break-even level is risky and unpredictable; that, at this point, it appears that Deb is “winging it”.  Deb responded that her operation is indeed changing; in terms of the website, payment policies, price markups and equipment.
Benefits
Farmer’s market hours and days can be inconvenient for many.  A service like Deb’s enhances the market for farm fresh product.  Moreover, Deb thoroughly promotes the farms and their product on her website, via her husband’s blog and by virtue of her service.  Deb has over one hundred vendors in contrast to a typical farmer’s market.
Farm Labor
It is difficult for farms to find dedicated labor and housing is an issue.  Sara and Deb acknowledged that housing is an issue for many farmers and suggested that, for dependable labor, farmers contact the Yale Sustainability Program.  (There are other farm organizations they can suggest.)  
Immediate Next Steps re. Ct. Farm Fresh Express
The next steps for Deb’s operation in Litchfield County would be a) to locate and set up a distribution center with, at the least, capacity for large coolers and to b) contact and meet local farmers.  Curtis offered to take Deb around, and Deb is looking forward to meeting local farmers face to face.  

It is envisioned that Sara and Deb would run the hub and recruit drivers (current pay $12/hour).  Retirees are ideal for deliveries as they have time flexibility.  Deb and Sarah described this aspect of the operation as very satisfying with much appreciation from customers.
Deb Marsden Farm Fresh Express-
Post Presentation and Discussion among Steering Committee Members
Vin and Julie observed that overall, Deb provides a beneficial service that serves farmers and the community; a service capable of imbuing a sense well-being for the customer in that they are buying local with convenient delivery.  Vin also feels that Deb’s model does not require that this committee measure potential farm capacity or aggregate it, a quantity that has been difficult assess.   He sees her model as a hybrid between a CSA and a distribution hub.  
Buck felt Deb’s pricing is high.  Vin and Connie agree that the affluent (Fairfield County) buy Deb’s product and service, but are confident that Deb will come to service this area successfully.  The closer she is to her hub, the more profitable it will be for her.  Bill Weed expressed that Deb is the best solution to walk though this committee’s doorway.  Vin added that by starting small, Deb can be instrumental in helping us reach our goal of providing a viable distribution system in order to facilitate marketing avenues for farmers and preserve farms. Connie added that the more accessibility there is to local, fresh product, the more it will be incorporated into people’s routines, in turn creating more economic activity and growth for farmers.  
Everyone is in agreement that the excess/waste phenomenon is problematic and that this service may offer a solution and an opportunity for farmers to diversify a bit more because Deb can find a market for what they produce.  Vin emphasized that Deb’s model, as opposed to a brick and mortar one, is based on demand of individual households and restaurants which doesn’t require farmers to predict over the long-term.  Her model allows systematic planning over time with a routine element as well as direct market drivability.  He predicts that farmers will adjust and expand accordingly – provided her business stays viable.  Bill added that, for a farmer, it is comforting to have an immediate dependable customer like Deb.  This model may have an impact on local CSAs and supermarkets to a small extent

Vin observed that Deb may not be maximizing marketing avenues.  We as a committee can set the tone by maximizing her introductory “roll out” with an impactful showcase that targets our farmers, showcases Deb and her operation and garners potential customers from this community.
Julie mentioned that if Sullivan Farm is not the solution for the hub/pick-up point, she knows of an alternative building.

Next Steps

Near Future: Combination road show and meet & greet sponsored by the SARE steering committee 

- Farm tour for Deb (handful of properties)

- Press release (reach farmers who would like to meet Deb)
-Contact area farmer’s market masters

-Contact farmer websites i.e. NOFA, etc.

Spring: Contact additional farmers
Summer/Fall: A celebration/activity day (paired with a scheduled organization)

Fall: Continue to market Deb

Assess the radius of farms included in our “area” and update list consistently

Contact SARE re. extending our grant/study period

ACTIONS

Susan, Connie and Julie to meet week of 3/22 to:


-plan Deb’s farm tour


-prepare press release; reach out to farmers
Buck to contact market masters re. “roll out” and compile their contact information 

Curtis to assist in introducing Deb to local farmers

Curtis to provide information on the farms in our area/radius (done)

Julie to investigate alternative hub structure, if need be

The meeting was adjourned by Connie Manes at 6:00 pm.  Next meeting: to be determined.  Minutes prepared by: Susan Twombly
