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Overview

Seacoast Eat Local (SEL) is in its sixth year organizing winter farmers’ markets. In 2007 we started by sponsoring 3 markets during the winter months, and have expanded to a series of 11 or 12 markets each winter, running from late November through April. Each market features 38 to 55 farmers and food producers.

For the 2011-12 winter market season, we returned to the same two indoor locations that have worked well for us in past years: Wentworth Greenhouses in Rollinsford, NH and Exeter High School in Exeter, NH. The market calendar included 12 market dates, alternating between the two sites. The Rollinsford location is a larger space with adequate space for 55 vendors, while the Exeter location holds 38 vendors. 
Vendor participation and consumer support for Seacoast Eat Local’s markets has grown steadily over the years, and is holding strong. As winter marketing gains traction, other new winter farmers markets are getting established around the region. With increased capacity for winter production and storage on many vegetable farms, we’re also seeing a growth in winter CSAs, winter sales to restaurants, and other year-round marketing strategies. 

Vegetable Grower Participation:
A total of vendors of 66 vendors participated in the 2011-12 markets (48 farms, 18 prepared food), with 23 farms selling vegetables. The number of vegetable growers participating in the markets has been stable over the last three years, with 22 to 25 total growers participating each year. In November 2011, 20 vegetable growers participated in the first market of the winter season. Eleven farmers sold vegetables through the entire market season (through late April 2012). Each of these growers has successfully increased production, extending their sales season through the whole winter.  
Customer Attendance:
Consumer support for the winter markets held strong in 2011-12, with 3,000 more total visitors to the markets than the previous year. In early 2012, we broke our all-time record for highest market attendance with 2,535 people on February 25.  On 4 separate occasions between January and March 2012, we saw attendance of over 2,100 customers per day.  

Total visitors to the market: 

2010-11: 17,777 people (11 market dates)
2011-12:  20,827 people (12 market dates)
Average Attendance, 2010-11: 

Rollinsford location: 1,930

Exeter location: 1,352

Average attendance, 2011-12:
Rollinsford location: 2,087

Exeter Location: 1,243
	2011-12 
	Nov 19
	Dec 3
	Dec 10
	Dec 17
	Jan 14
	Jan 28
	Feb 11
	Feb 25
	Mar 10
	Mar 24
	Apr 14
	Apr 28

	Vendors
	48
	49
	40
	49
	39
	46
	40
	43
	41
	41
	39
	34

	Farms selling vegetables
	20
	16
	14
	16
	14
	13
	15
	14
	12
	14
	13
	11

	Customers
	1,888
	1,553
	888
	1,810
	1,492
	2,368
	1,637
	2,535
	2,139
	2,317
	1,333
	867


Consumer Education and Surveys 

Each SEL winter market featured a “vegetable of the day” highlighting a winter food with information for consumers about seasonal availability, storage tips, and recipes. The featured vegetables (Brussels sprouts, potatoes, winter squash, beets, cabbage, carrots, turnips, kale, and dried beans) were chosen based on the supply of specific crops farmers were bringing to the market on a particular day. The vegetable of the day was promoted in advance of each market via email newsletters, blog posts and social media, and promoted on market day with recipe cards and cooking demonstrations. 
Vegetable cooking demonstrations were conducted at 3 markets, featuring kale, carrots, and potatoes. Food demos focused on basic cooking skills and simple recipes for preparing winter vegetables. The market manager developed a series of recipe cards including cooking and storage tips about each featured vegetable. The cards were distributed to customers at farmers’ booths and at market info tables throughout the market season.  
The market manager conducted an online survey of consumers, to which 100 people responded. Questions were targeted at gathering information about customer demographics, shopping behaviors, expectations, and motivations. A few results from this survey:
41% of people attended 3 to 5 of the 12 total markets

21% attended 6 to 8 markets

58% attend markets at both locations

16% of people live 5 miles or less from the market

19% come from 6 – 10 miles away

27% come from 10 – 15 miles away

44% live 16 or more miles away

29% of people polled came to the markets for the first time this year

71% said they were returning customers (up from 42% last year) 

Asked why they came to the market, the number one response was “to support local farmers.” The second most popular response was “the quality of the food” followed by “to buy food that is not available elsewhere.”
48% of people polled said they spent between $20 and $40 at each market. Another 29% spent between $40 and $70, while 17% spent over $70 at each market. Only 5% said they spent less than $20.  

Collaborating with Other Area Winter Market Organizers

SEL continues to broadly promote all farmers markets, CSAs and local food events in the Seacoast region. Winter farmers’ markets and winter CSAs are specifically highlighted in our annual (print and online) publication, Seacoast Harvest local food guide, www.seacoastharvest.org. Our website includes a complete calendar of all farmers’ markets happening in the region throughout the year. 
SEL keeps in close contact with area winter market organizers, in order to coordinate winter market schedules and share best practices. With a long-term vision of a strong network of thriving winter markets in the region, SEL provides ongoing technical assistance and information to several other market organizations each year, especially those just getting started.  
April 2012 Vendor Survey 
At the end of the 2011-12 winter market season, we conducted a survey of vendors to gather feedback about market operations and collect data about winter sales. Thirty-two vendors responded to the survey (8 were vegetable growers). 

We asked farmers where they are selling their vegetables during the winter.  Of the 8 vegetable growers who responded to our survey:
80% operate a farm stand during the winter (or other on-farm sales)
60% sell to restaurants during the winter
20% sell at other winter markets (other than SEL’s)

20% sell to grocers or health food stores during the winter

20% operate a winter CSA

The 8 vegetable growers who responded made between 40% and 100% of their winter vegetable sales at winter farmers’ markets during the 2011-12 winter season. 

We asked farmers what they need to take their business to the next level, expand production, or improve their bottom line. Responses included: 
Access to equipment

Cooperative purchasing of supplies
Business planning support

Access to capital

On-farm vegetable storage facilities

Building a stronger customer base for year-round sales

Marketing skills
More labor resources

The Current Season:  Seacoast Eat Local’s 2012-13 Winter Farmers’ Markets 
This winter’s market season is off to a strong start, with record customer attendance at two of the three markets in November and December. In planning this winter’s markets, we made a few changes in order to improve market operations and work toward financial sustainability. 
· Market Operations:

· Adjusted the market calendar in response to feedback from vendors, and customer attendance trends. We added an early December date (when vegetable supply is abundant and customers are enthusiastic) and dropped a late April date (when supply is dwindling, farmers are busy, and customer attendance has been weak). 
· Added 5 new farmer vendors (2 are vegetable growers)

· Recruited 3 new members for Seacoast Eat Local’s Winter Farmers’ Market Committee

· Refined job descriptions of paid staff and defined volunteer roles. Hired a new Market Manager to oversee market day operations. 

· Market Sustainability: 

· Launched a Friends of the Market Program to invite individuals to make small annual donations to support the market

· Committed paid staff hours to focus on securing sponsorships from local businesses and non-profits
· Increased stall fees and added a vendor registration fee in order to cover more of our operating costs.

