Impressions of Market Channels, based on interviews:  buying practices, requirements, and patterns overall and for each local food market

There is not one local foods market, but rather a group of market channels.  In many ways, these channels complement one another and provide different types of access points for small farmers.  As farmers scale up, they can diversify their businesses through depth in one channel or selling through more than one channel.

Any buyer may become a valuable partner for a farmer.  Farmers can be successful by going to buyers who is already values local foods or by working with buyers who are just developing this aspect of their business.

Success rests on the “match” between farmer and buyer in specific crops/products and in the ability of the farmer to supply the interest of the buyer.  The better farmers can understand buyers’ interest and needs, the more adept they will become at making strong partnerships.   Buyers say: “I want suppliers who understand who we are and what we are trying to accomplish.”  This is the foundation of strong and beneficial relationships. 
Four other general points were realized and developed as part of the SARE work.  

First, one aspect of market channel / buyer research to consider is how “local” fits within the buyer’s interests and needs.  For some buyers, local is a core value and a core practice.  In North Carolina for example, the eight food coops, some of the specialty grocers, the group of specialty distributors, and a number of restaurants make local a high priority.  They believe that their deeper commitment to local farmers and food is a key point of distinction between their businesses and national food chains.  These buyers – and their customers – want the story behind the food: the face and the place.  They have already put forth the extra effort into acquiring local suppliers. 
For other buyers, local may be of high interest and even a core value, but it may be not be a core practice at this time.  Yet these buyers may be excellent prospects, as their interest and needs may increase. Farmers may find that these buyers are looking for new suppliers and can work together to give the business a stronger tie to local farmers.  

For others still, local is more peripheral, somewhat equivalent to organic, meaning a food or product that is produced with special care and attention and in a more sustainable system.  These can also be excellent buyers, and they may become more important buyers.  This may be an important niche for farmers who are both local and organic for example, or who can offer a specialty product that few others have.

For some buyers, the term “local” is only a general term that is equivalent to ‘fresh’ or ‘quality’ but not a specific value or practice.  For example, many chefs make a nod to “fresh, local produce” because that is what everyone else is doing, but the majority of chefs do not make the effort to deal directly with farmers or to work with a wide variety of crops.  It is worth asking buyers about what they want to buy or buy more of as a way to figure out whether there is any depth of interest.

Note that the food business is volatile, and interests and practices change readily.  This means that having some frameworks (such as the value of local to buyers) when comparing market channels and specific buyers is one way for farmers to keep learning about the best opportunities. 
Second is the buyers’ commitmentto professional farmers, whether they were full time or part-time, as a point of distinction with hobby farmers or gardeners.  “Professional” implies a commitment to farming and to the local farming community.  Buyers want the real deal.  A few buyers mentioned having problems with fraud – where people claimed to be farmers and instead purchased items at the farmers market and attempted to resell.  This is easily detected by a keen eye and a visit to the farm. 
Third is the issue of scale and the volume of purchases.  As well as being volatile, the food business is also competitive.  Growth is one way to become more competitive and more stable.  Many local foods buyers talked about growing to larger scale – and to do that, they need farmers who are also able to scale up with them, all the while remaining committed to quality.  Scale does not necessarily mean a bigger and bigger acreage; it is possible to scale up with specialty crops that require less space.  
The general skills and practices for local foods marketing are more like having a small business than those involved in growing tobacco or another commodity.  Second, that an understanding of market channels – direct via farmers market vs. wholesale to retail for example – may be important to long-term success. Third, I found that the buyers of local foods seem committed to working with farmers and to building strong and stable relationships that go beyond buying and selling.  Fourth, there are some obvious opportunities in season-extension production (greenhouses, high tunnels), value-added processed foods, and other niche areas along with high value summer produce (eg. heirloom tomatoes).  This is all good news.  This project will contribute added details on how the local foods markets work and can be a useful asset in helping farmers and organizations move into new opportunities.

Personal Skills Needed for Local Foods Farmers to Sell to Local Foods Buyers

a.  Communication and responsiveness

Written communication is often preferred – easier to keep track of email 

than phone message; also, written invoices  


In-person updates are sufficient for many buyers


Willingness to continually update buyers about crop status and timing 

(beginning / ending) is a key skill and much needed by buyers. 
b.  Reliability / dependability 


Farmer must deliver product type, quality, and quantity as agreed to


Buyer is planning on this and must be apprised of any changes promptly


(This is true from the smallest restaurant to the largest wholesaler)

c.  Courtesy and professionalism – relationship with buyers
Many buyers make a distinction between “professional” farmers versus hobby farmers and gardeners, saying the want to support people who are farming for a living. I read this as intention and investment, not size.
Appreciation of the buyers’ business activity and availability (ask best times to contact, etc)

Follow requirements for products, handling, delivery, boxes, etc

Be nice!


Be persistent at finding the right person and staying in touch
d.  Business skills


How to find local buyers  (eg. Local Harvest, other directories and lists)


How to research and approach prospective buyers?

How to prepare for first contact and giving information about the farm


Record keeping, invoices, taxes, etc. 


Pricing for direct and wholesale buyers


How to manage accounts  (eg. primary, secondary) for each crop


Liability insurance; crop insurance for specialty crops
Need for and access to capital for on-farm improvements  (organic practices, fencing, etc) 
Production and Handling Practices Needed for Local Foods Markets
a.  Selection of crops / varieties for the farm:  What can I grow well?  What crops have market value?  How about experimental or niche crops?   Getting input from buyers on what is needed...   
b.  Making production practices more transparent, such as methods of pest control and use of chemicals. Many buyers look for “sustainable” practices and will want to visit the farm. 
c.   Good food safety practices of post-harvest handling to promote food safety.  If not GAP certified, understand the goals of this program and seek those goals

d.  Post-harvest handling including prompt cooling from field heat
e.  Sorting and grading for consistency needed for buyers, not necessarily USDA grade but get a sense of grading that is needed for each buyer

f.   Packaging that makes it easy for the buyer to handle products; this includes appropriate box sizes, consistent weights and amounts per box; amounts per bunch.  Farmers need to understand about packaging – that it must protect the quality and shelf-life of the product.  The type of packaging relates to how long the item will remain in the package vs. how soon it will be used.  Packaging is a critical element of the wholesale and food service channels, as the original packaging will be sent onto the final buyer.  Packaging also includes the proper labels.  
g.  For processed foods, use of a certified commercial kitchen or have a certified kitchen at home; for meat, have it processed in a federal or state inspected slaughterhouse; may need a meat-handlers license to do value-added meat production.  Working with extension and other local resources as needed. 
h.  Organic and sustainable, low/no pesticide practices are highly valued by some restaurant chefs and by coop/ specialty retailers.  The retail market usually requires that products labeled organic are certified.  See more on organic opportunities in the document called Trends in Local Food Markets for Further Research.
Opportunities

a.  Certain products:  goat cheese; beef and pork; some vegetables such as broccoli, celery  (must be hard to grow); regular potatoes and onions; berries, peaches, apples and other fruit – very desirable, specialties desserts;  Asparagus is “sold like futures” according to one chef.  
Specific and unusual varieties, such as heirloom cultivars and a variety of colors / flavors/ types of almost any crop – tomatoes, beets, Asian greens, micro-greens, and potatoes are valued.  Varieties are especially desirable to specialty distributors and to food service and restaurants. Having several varieties within a crop can be a big selling point, according to one food service distributor.  Also, the excitement of different varieties can also be used to generate “buzz” for chefs and specialty distributors / retailers who use social media to get customers excited about foods available today or coming up soon.   
b.  Shoulder season crops  (spring and fall)  through the use of structures 
or production strategies, greenhouse tomatoes and greens are of high interest   Salad greens are desired year-around by buyers.

c.  Value-added, processed foods that can be sold during shoulder season and even in winter, such as jams, jellies

d.  Honey is an important crop for some buyers

e.  A diverse array of products, types of products, and buyers is the best strategy for some in the local foods buyers, including smaller scale distributors.  
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