Farmers Markets
Social and Economical Benefits

By Michael Peters Nuff. Sch.

I am an Organic farmer since 1998 producing Beef Lamb and Poultry at our family farm in Cahir, Co. Tipperary, Ireland

Summary

This report is the result of the study I undertook through attending conferences, meetings with key players in the food industry, visits to a number of farms, farmers markets and other stakeholders in Europe, New Zealand and the USA along with internet research and reading relevant industry reports.

This report shows the opportunities that Farmers Markets afford the three main stakeholders, the vendor, the customer and the community.  Where synergy exists among these stakeholders you can have a very successful market and a real alternative to the commodities market.
Backround
My chosen area of study is the Social and Economic benefits of Farmers Markets. I first got directly involved with Farmers Markets in 2003, when the Cahir Development Association called a meeting of all interested parties to discuss the feasibility of starting a farmers market in Cahir town. As I am an Organic farmer this was of the utmost importance to me, to explore the opportunities to build the linkages of food for the producer the consumer and the community. Following this we held our first market in September 2003 with nine stalls. The Market has continued to grow and evolve, becoming an integral part of the local community selling locally produced food.
What makes a successful Market?

First it is necessary to know why people support farmers markets. In a number of surveys the four main reasons identified why people shop out of the farmers markets are

· Quality of the Produce                    

· Supporting the Local Community

· Good Atmosphere

· Healthy Eating
Therefore for a market to be successful it must be able to address these four value systems that the customer requires. 
Quality of the Produce   
In a survey carried out by the State University of New Jersey Rutgers, 98% of those surveyed expected that Farmers Markets produce would be better and the remaining 2% thought that it would be the same quality as the supermarkets. When it came to the decision as to where to shop, 87% made their choice based on the availability of Fresh Produce.  Therefore it is of critical importance to maintain a high quality of produce at these markets.

Supporting the Local Community 
Customers have a view that local means that the produce is of better quality. By supporting the farmers the customer is reconnecting with the soil and start to share in the concerns of producing the crops thus creating a bond and a realisation of mutuality.
Awareness of how fragile some of our centralised food supply chains are have recently emerged, an example of this occurred in New Orleans, following hurricane Catherina.  

A survey carried out for RGDATA in Ireland showed that an extra €100 spent in local small business would result in an injection of €250 into the local economy. If this €100 is spent in a large multiple the result is just an injection of €140 to the local economy. It also states that if 10% of spending was diverted from the two largest multiples to local owned retailers it would result in an injection of €670 million into the local economy with all the usual benefits. 

Good Atmosphere
In a number of surveys the social and interactive atmosphere at the Farmers Markets is cited as an important factor for both vendors and customers attending. A survey conducted in Oregon State found that customers came to the market equally for produce and atmosphere.  In a Canadian survey conducted in 1998 vendors stated that the social aspect of the market was a major contributor in their decision to choose this method of outlet for their produce. In a centralised society the Farmers Markets offers both vendor and customer an opportunity to interact socially and economically thus countering the isolation of our modern centralised society. 
Healthy Eating
In today’s world people are becoming more aware of healthy eating. With obesity and type 2 diabetes the major health problems associated with the Western diet today there are many programmes to encourage people to move away from the convenience fast foods and introduce more fruit and vegetables into their diet. A typical programme is the 5 a day where people are encouraged to eat five 80 gram portions of fruit and vegetables a day to increase vitamins minerals and fibre intake. In 2000 the United Nations stated that 1 billion people worldwide were suffering from over nutrition. Farmers Markets are ideally placed to provide fresh wholesome produce and must strive to meet the customers demand for this produce.
Traditionally LOCATION, LOCATION, LOCATION has been the base word for most businesses. The market must be located where there is a high density footfall. There is no point in moving to a dormant end of town this is asking too much of the customer. Today’s shopper is used to convenience, so parking near the market is important. Many of the supermarkets encourage farmers markets into their parking lot as they are aware of the fact that business brings business. Publicity is important to make people aware of the market’s existence and location. Loyalty to the customer is very important in building up the relationship e.g. if a customer will be late arriving their order can be kept for them.

.
A market should have a wide variety of produce. Aim to fill as much of the weekly shopping basket as possible at the market, diversity is important.

Presentation of the vendor and the stall is what the customer is buying into “Messy Sign, Messy Organisation” says it all, but it is important not to  look too professional as people can get that at a supermarket, the market is  providing an experience for them to meet the producer of the food they eat.

For convenience prices should be presented in round numbers as it speeds up the transaction and usually the vendor has only four hours to sell their produce and converse with the customer. Charge a fair price and do not start undercutting other vendors at the market, after all it is about fair trade.

Produce can be bought from a number of locations so it is important that the stall holder is friendly to the customer. They are buying from a producer and are feeling a connection with where their food comes from. On the morning of the market the customer is coming for the atmospheres as well as the produce so do not disappoint them. Life provides us with enough grumpy faces; so we are trying to minimise that aspect.

It is important to have a market coordinator/manager that overviews the whole operation. They can view the Farmers Market from the vendor and customer viewpoint whilst making assertive decisions. As many of the Irish markets are small by international standard the feasibility of paying a manager is a non runner. Local Authorities should be able to appoint a person even on a part time basis to oversee the markets in that authority’s area. Local Authorities must be made aware of the importance of what local economy has to offer the locality.

Many of the successful markets run surveys so as to keep up to speed with what the customer is thinking.  This gives vendors ways to expands into other products or product types e.g. crops, dishes etc. because after all it boils down to supply and demand.

                 Recommendations 

· Legislation should be introduced by the Department of Agriculture Food and Forestry, similar to the Californian experience to ensure that the title Farmers Market is not abused by retailers who are unwilling to open shops, and are using the farmers markets as a vehicle of convenience, and unfairly competing in towns/cities with established retailers.

· Courses must be introduced to educate farmers on production methods for suitable crops for the market place. This should be implemented by Teagasc.
· The Department of Health should promote the nutritional and environmental benefits of locally produced food through schools, sporting organisations and the public health system.

· Address the need for farmer markets managers. Through such groups as Leader or the County Enterprise Boards funding should be made available to employ a Manager in each region.
· More proactive and constructive policy from local authorities e.g. locations of farmers markets in towns. Local authorities should make themselves aware of the value of local economics. Farmers Markets bring activity to town centres benefiting the local shops, unfortunately the authorities appear to be oblivious to this in many Irish towns. 

· Secure designated funding from state authorities to ensure development of direct marketing initiatives similar to the USDA (United States of America Department of Agriculture) programme under the Agricultural Marketing Service (AMS).
· The setting up of a Direct Marketing section within one of the main farming organisations to progress the development of the direct selling concept for producers.
· Introduction of a tax credits system for product sold through farmers markets as in Pittsburgh. This would encourage more producers to get involved in the Markets.

· A two pronged approach towards regulation as most of the current legislation on food safety is designed for food produced on an industrial scale. Let small producers have a separate level of regulation. 

The Department of Education should develop a school garden programme for all primary schools with visiting Horticultural instructors calling to the schools as are sports coaches currently. This would give a skill for life to the children as they are the future. 
Conclusions

Farmers markets have grown dramatically in the last 10 years. They provide a wonderful opportunity for farmers to sell their produce locally with a small capital outlay. 
The multiplier effect of localisation cannot be overstated, because the euro spent locally circulates in the locality, whereas the major share of the euro spent at a multiple store leaves the locality or even the country. Bord Bia’s research has shown that €10 spent at a farmers market will result in a net income of €24 for the community my observations internationally confirm this finding.
 Farmers markets give producers and consumers the opportunity to reconnect as the centralisation of the food supply chain moves control of issues away from the community. Today food is being converted to fuel which will cause a conflict for land between food and fuel. When dealing with food as a commodity, volatility is more likely, the Irish Independent of the 8th August 2010 predicted the possibility of a 10% price rise in many foodstuffs due to this volatility in the market. 

Localisation will contribute to food security; a primary example was the Crescent City Market in New Orleans, which was up and running within six weeks following Hurricane Katrina in 2005. 
Local produce does not require the same infrastructure to operate. Farmers markets provide the building blocks for community as people come and partake in the market thus building up a relationship in the town/city. “Think Globally Act Locally “is how Richard McCarthy of Market Umbrellas sums up the farmers markets ethos.

Another example of the economic significance of farmers markets is the Canadian example, which shows an economic impact of $3.09 billion as stated by the British Colombian Association of Farmers Markets.
I will conclude with the following quote.

“Burn down your cities and leave our farms and you cities will spring up again as if by magic. But destroy our farms and the grass will grow in the streets of every city in the country.” William Jennings Bryan.
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