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INTRODUCTION
As an organic farmer I have one mission in mind: producing quality food at reasonable prices for the local consumer through sustainable practice.  Unfortunately in my experience, the government makes small scale farming profitability almost impossible through regulation and associated fee schedules.   Consumers wish to purchase free range poultry and livestock and organic produce, but the government fee schedule and regulation protocol is so stringent that only operations that mass produce can afford the fee schedule and abide by the regulation standard.  Mass production has become the only way farmers can afford to pursue agricultural enterprise.  The result is limited organic/free range food for the end consumer which must be price indexed out of the range of the average consumer in order for the farmer to attain any semblance of profitability.

For the first time in our five year tenure at 3 local markets I have noticed this year a trend toward the decline of small farms.  Small farms are either: destocking, selling off land, decreasing market production or selling of entirely.  At the same time, I am witnessing no new farms at any of the 3 markets to which I belong.  Time and again I hear my colleagues’ fatal comments, “we just can’t afford to farm anymore.”  My suspicion is that sentiment is two-fold: regulatory inhibitors and real estate devaluation.

In WA State the small farm manual is over 125 pages long.  The regulation for small farms may be cost prohibitive and difficult for even the seasoned farmer to navigate.  At the same time, real estate in WA State has decreased in value on average by Qtr1 2010   -12.3%   (WSUs WHSM Qtr1, 2010).  This decline in value may be making it difficult for the small farmer to obtain operational loans.

This study sets out to identify the perceptions of small farms participating in the local farmers’ market of Mason County, WA.  While there is substantial literature regarding livestock management in the annals of scholarly review, little to no research has been done on the attitude of small farmers and its correlation to their success in the marketplace.  It is agreed that the marketing of the seasonal market is imperative to continued success and growth.  This communication audit seeks to address not only the external marketing effort of the market but also the internal communication within the vendor pool.  It is my belief that the greatest factor in the markets ability to remain profitable is the support and recruitment of farmers.  In that effort it is quintessential that we make the understanding of the WSDA green book of regulations for small farms accessible to farmers.   Today, the regulatory language is complex and difficult for small farmers to navigate and implement, resulting in an impedance to attracting new farmers.  The ability to communicate these regulations to our vendors in a format which they can then use to implement on their small farms must be our first priority in internal communication.
In addition to our internal communication effort, just as any other business the farmer’s market external marketing effort and communication to its customers and fellow business community must be reviewed to promote growth and profitability.  Currently, while slowly growing in public awareness the market has yet to draw many new customers.  Instead, we have a loyal following of 50 or so customers who return each week since the markets inception 12 years ago.  While the market does retain a marketing manager and has profits in excess of 70k seasonally, little to no marketing effort has occurred to date.  This study will seek to address the perceptions of the vendor pool on what is inhibiting growth and what can be done to commercially market.

OVERVIEW


The market has run spring through fall for the past 12 years and operates as a 501(c).  Currently, we have 23 full time paid vendors and 12 what we call “floaters”.  These “floaters” are people who do not participate in the Shelton market every week and may or may not attend other venues.  We have a board of directors and one paid employee: a market manager.  The current market Bylaws assign the number of voting rights to each paid member based on their market longevity. In addition we have executive oversight from both the Chamber of Commerce of the City of Shelton and Shelton’s City Council.


The market obtains income in 2 ways.  First, it assesses a $50 a 10x10 stall annual fee from the vendors.  Second, all vendors must pay the market a 7% of gross sales commission at the end of each market day, excluding concession vendors which must pay a 15% fee.  In addition the market receives several locally funded grants for sustainable agriculture and one major grant from the WSDA.
The website for the market is:
www.sheltonfarmersmarket.com

The market’s primary modes of external communication consist of: flyers, local radio ads, and local Shoppers Weekly and Nickel Trader ads.  The Market has no logo, trademark, jingle or tagline.  No effort is currently being made to document and marketing success, indeed, no formal marketing campaign exists.  
REVIEW

Internal

Two primary problem areas exist within the market dynamic.  The first is a lack of clear consensus on the “mission/vision/values” of the market.  While the market Bylaws and charter from the city clearly devise a market which is a venue for local farms to sell excess produce and locally produced processed foods, the reality is the market is dominated by craft vendors.  Of the 23 vendors present for the 2010 season only 4 were actual farmers.  In addition the market had one “high stand”; a stand with produce brought from Yakima.  

A key component of the Bylaws is the market as a 501(c) was organized to benefit the sustainment of local agriculture through farmer support and education.  Unfortunately, since the market is organized as a democracy with majority rule, the craft vendors which outnumber the farmers 5 to 1, are the dominant voters.  In accordance, most measures brought before the vendor pool as educational opportunities for the farmers which would be provided for in a scholarship capacity paid for by market proceeds have been historically declined by majority rule.  Because of the despondence there have developed two hostile camps within the market: farmers vs. crafters/concessionaires.  The silos have developed to such an extent that there is much talk of the farmers leaving the current market and opening their own market, tongue in cheek suggestion for the market name “The ACTUAL Shelton Farmer’s Market”.  I have personally argued at great length against this with my fellow farmers because the current market does have a consistent following and is increasing in revenue year over year.  Walking away from the opportunity already present at the current market, to build a competing market I feel is a knee jerk reaction and can be resolved with mediation.

Second, the market pays for an annual salary for a part time market manager.  However, there is no job description for the position and to date no measure by which the market manager is to be assessed or accountable to the market or the vendors.    The current manager is not even an active vendor and only attended the market 4 times all season.  Most vendors from both camps feel as if the manager position should be held by an active vendor, but again are at odds over what skill-set that person should possess.  The farmers, as could be anticipated, think the position should be reserved for a farmer.

Finally, in seasons 2009 and 2010 the market professed a desire collectively to recruit more farmer vendors to the market; however, no effort was made to address the proposition.  Indeed, the only solicitation for new vendors both seasons occurred in February of each year with a single ad in the local paper stating an informal meeting would occur at the library.  The farmer camp suggested the market join the local grange, the motion was put to a vote and declined by the majority.  The farmer camp suggested the market host 4-H demonstrations during its market season to draw more local agricultural interest and participation, that motion was also declined by the majority.

External


As aforementioned; primary modes of external communication consist of: flyers, local radio ads, and local Shoppers Weekly and Nickel Trader ads.  To date, the market has no consistent branding strategy.  There is no logo/trademark.  “Day of” marketing consists of two sandwich board signs placed at opposing intersections.  The market venue is directly behind the post office in Old Town Shelton.  Unfortunately, with the addition of a Wal-mart Supercenter in the new section of town approximately 2 miles away, this current locations commercial district has become relatively obsolete and most of the businesses defunct.

Location has become another key area of contention.  Incumbent long time vendors by majority wish to stay at the current location, while newer members and those seeking membership question the validity of the current location and propose moving it to a more highly visible part of town.
NECESSITY


Agricultural studies to date have primarily focused on profitability in livestock or crop management.  Little to no research has focused on the philosophical or motivational management of farm owners/operators.  In order to encourage agricultural entrepreneurship we must understand what emotional inhibitors or preconceived barriers to entry may be currently deterring farmers from staying in agricultural enterprise, or beginning agricultural enterprise.


The review of this study will aid the market membership in pinpointing perceptions of small farmers and assessing whether they are based in fact or popular fiction.  The results of the study can be used to educate current farmers and prospective farmers so that they might understand the factual basis surrounding their perceptions and how to overcome any factual barriers to entry or profitability.  In addition, results of the survey can be used in a continual effort to mediate the silos which exist within the market.  Finally, results can be used to develop a concise “mission/vision/values” and develop a marketing and growth strategy.
METHODOLOGY

Sample:  To assess the perceptions of the market membership I will survey the 23 vendors and 12 floaters currently participating in the farmer’s market, whenever possible I will attempt to include those farmers who no longer attend the market but were member/vendors within the past five years.  All of the farmer’s meet the WSDA definition of “small farm”.  

Procedure: I will survey the vendors in two areas; perceived profitability and barriers to entry and perceived financial health, real estate valuation and subsequent ability to obtain operational financing.  The survey will consist of two formats; an anonymous Likert scale survey with comment sections and an open forum held following the board meeting.

Scale #1: Anonymous survey of perceived profitability, barriers to entry, financial health and market management.
Instrument:  Likert scale with comment sections.
Scale #2: Open forum discussion on perceived profitability, barriers to entry, financial health and market management.
Instrument: Group Administered Questionnaire and Directed Open Discussion.
PROCEDURE


In order to assess the perceptions of vendors regarding the current state of the market, its management and internal/external communication I will administer two instruments.  The first, an anonymous Likert scale with comment sections will allow for the assessed group to respond to certain sensitive financial questions anonymously, as well as assess their unique personal response separate from a group dynamic.  The second measurement will come from a led group administered questionnaire and directed open discussion.  This instrument will more accurately assess the relationship between group dynamics and the perception of small farmers. 

The two measurements will be applied separately.  The Likert scale was given to market vendors with a self addressed stamped envelope and asked to be mailed back no later than October 5th.  The open discussion was conducted at the October board meeting on October 13th.
APPENDIX A

LETTER TO EXAMINANTS

Fellow Farmers,


As you know I am currently a Grad student at Gonzaga University.  In my current research course I am designing a research study to assess perceptions revolving around barriers to entry or profitability in small farming.


If you could please take the time to answer the anonymous questionnaire attached it would be greatly appreciated.  I will be following this research project up with a question and answer session at our next board meeting.  These are tough economic times and now more than ever we need to band together to creatively address the challenges we all face in providing fresh local food to the communities we serve.

For your convenience you can choose to either mail me the questionnaire back in the enclosed prepaid envelope, or you can email your responses to me at:  farmerinchief@ravensgrovefamilyfarm.com
Best,

Sabrina C. King

Farmer-in-Chief

Raven’s Grove Family Farms, LLC
[image: image2.jpg]



APPENDIX Aii.

SA=STRONGLY AGREE

A=AGREE

U=UNCERTAIN

D=DISAGREE

SD=STRONGLY DISAGREE

Are you registered as a farmer or a crafter?   Farmer    Crafter   (please circle one)
PLEASE CIRCLE ONE ANSWER.  YOU MAY LEAVE COMMENTS IN THE SECTION PROVIDED FOLLOWING EACH STATEMENT.  PLEASE RETURN THE SURVEY IN THE SELF ADDRESSED STAMPED ENVELOPE PROVIDED.

1. There are too many regulations imposed by the State and Federal government on agriculture.
SA

A

U

D

SD
COMMENT:______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

2. I have had a difficult time obtaining financing this year for agricultural needs.
SA

A

U

D

SD
COMMENT:______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

3. I would like to participate in the USDA meat program but I cannot afford to enter or sustain the program.
SA

A

U

D

SD
COMMENT:______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

4. At the rate I am earning today I cannot afford to farm five years from now.
SA

A

U

D

SD
COMMENT:______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

5. My profit margin has decreased over the past five years.
SA

A

U

D

SD
COMMENT:______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

6. The government is anti-farmer.
SA

A

U

D

SD
COMMENT:______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

7. The WSDA program is easy to understand and implement for my farm.
SA

A

U

D

SD
COMMENT:______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

8. The WSDA agent assigned to my farm truly wants to see my farm succeed and is knowledgeable and helpful to me in obtaining my forecasted sales goals.
SA

A

U

D

SD
COMMENT:______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

9. The Board of the Farmers Market communicates with me in a timely fashion and answers my questions as they arise.
SA

A

U

D

SD
COMMENT:______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

10. The Board of the Farmers Market has successfully organized educational opportunities for me as a farmer.
SA

A

U

D

SD
COMMENT:______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

11. I am pleased with the current marketing campaign.  
SA

A

U

D

SD
COMMENT:______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

12. I believe the Board should retain Elizabeth Campbell as its marketing manager.
SA

A

U

D

SD
COMMENT:______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

APPENDIX B

Open led discussion at respective board meetings.
Questions

1. Is the WSDA program easy to navigate and implement?

2. Is the WSDA program expensive for your farm to implement?

3. If you don’t currently participate in the USDA meat program why not?

4. Are you having problems obtaining financing for your agricultural enterprise?

5. Why do you think you are having problems obtaining financing?

6. What could the WSDA do to encourage you to continue farming or to encourage new farmers?

7. Do you think there are any barriers to entry for agriculture: what are they?

8. What would you like to see your local farmer’s market advocacy council do to help your enterprise?

9. What type of educational opportunities would you like to see the Board provide?

10. How do you suggest the Board spends its marketing budget for the 2011 season?
11. How do you assess the performance of our current market manager?
STATISTICAL ANALYSIS
Likert Scale


A total of 32 surveys were handed out on the day of market season’s closing on September 25th.  As of October 18, 2010: all 32 surveys had been returned.  A synopsis of the responses is outlined in the following chart:
	vendor type
	q1
	q2
	q3
	q4
	q5
	q6
	q7
	q8
	q9
	q10
	q11
	q12

	farmer
	SA
	A
	D
	A
	A
	SA
	SD
	A
	D
	D
	D
	D

	crafter
	SA
	U
	U
	U
	D
	A
	U
	U
	D
	U
	D
	A

	crafter
	SA
	U
	U
	U
	D
	A
	U
	U
	D
	U
	D
	A

	crafter
	SA
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	U
	U
	A
	A
	U
	U
	D
	A
	D
	D

	crafter
	A
	U
	U
	U
	SA
	U
	U
	U
	A
	A
	SD
	D

	farmer
	SA
	SA
	SA
	A
	D
	SA
	SD
	A
	D
	A
	D
	D

	farmer
	SA
	SA
	A
	A
	A
	A
	SD
	U
	D
	D
	D
	D

	crafter
	A
	U
	U
	U
	SD
	U
	U
	U
	A
	A
	D
	D

	crafter
	A
	A
	U
	U
	D
	U
	U
	U
	A
	U
	A
	D

	crafter
	A
	A
	U
	U
	D
	A
	U
	U
	A
	U
	A
	D

	crafter
	A
	U
	U
	U
	D
	A
	U
	U
	A
	U
	A
	D

	crafter
	SA
	U
	U
	U
	A
	A
	U
	U
	U
	U
	A
	SD

	crafter
	SA
	U
	U
	U
	SA
	A
	U
	U
	U
	U
	A
	A

	crafter
	SA
	U
	U
	U
	A
	A
	U
	U
	A
	U
	A
	A

	crafter
	SA
	U
	U
	U
	A
	A
	U
	U
	A
	U
	A
	A

	crafter
	SA
	U
	U
	A
	A
	A
	D
	U
	A
	U
	A
	SD

	farmer
	SA
	A
	D
	D
	SA
	SA
	D
	D
	SD
	D
	A
	SD

	crafter
	A
	U
	U
	A
	A
	D
	U
	U
	A
	U
	D
	SD

	crafter
	U
	U
	U
	U
	A
	A
	U
	U
	A
	U
	D
	SD

	crafter
	SA
	U
	U
	U
	D
	A
	U
	U
	A
	U
	D
	D

	crafter
	A
	U
	U
	U
	D
	A
	U
	U
	A
	U
	D
	D

	crafter
	A
	U
	U
	U
	D
	A
	U
	U
	A
	U
	D
	D

	crafter
	A
	U
	U
	U
	A
	A
	U
	U
	A
	U
	D
	D

	crafter
	A
	U
	U
	U
	SD
	A
	U
	U
	A
	U
	D
	A

	crafter
	SA
	U
	U
	U
	A
	A
	U
	U
	A
	U
	SD
	A

	crafter
	SA
	U
	U
	U
	SA
	A
	U
	U
	A
	U
	D
	U

	crafter
	A
	U
	U
	U
	SA
	A
	U
	U
	A
	U
	A
	A

	crafter
	A
	U
	U
	A
	A
	U
	U
	U
	SA
	U
	D
	D

	crafter
	A
	U
	U
	U
	SD
	A
	U
	U
	A
	U
	A
	D

	crafter
	A
	A
	U
	U
	A
	A
	U
	U
	A
	U
	A
	D

	crafter
	A
	U
	U
	U
	A
	A
	U
	U
	U
	U
	D
	SD

	crafter
	A
	U
	U
	U
	D
	A
	U
	U
	A
	 A
	D
	SD



Framing of the statements played a key factor in assessing the internal morale of the market with relationship to the current state and federal regulatory climate and within the market membership itself.  As much as possible the statements were given in point/counterpoint scenario: a negative statement being mitigated by a subsequent positive statement.  

Statistical analysis revealed the following breakdown per statement:

1. There are too many regulations imposed by the State and Federal government on agriculture. Agreed:30   Disagreed: 0  Undecided: 2
2. I have had a difficult time obtaining financing this year for agricultural needs.
Agreed: 7   Disagreed: 0   Undecided: 25
3. I would like to participate in the USDA meat program but I cannot afford to enter or sustain the program. Agreed:3   Disagreed: 1  Undecided: 28
4. At the rate I am earning today I cannot afford to farm five years from now.
Agreed: 7   Disagreed:  1 Undecided: 24
5. My profit margin has decreased over the past five years. Agreed: 19  Disagreed:  13 Undecided: 0
6. The government is anti-farmer. Agreed:27  Disagreed: 1 Undecided: 4
7. The WSDA program is easy to understand and implement for my farm.
Agreed: 0 Disagreed: 6   Undecided: 26
8. The WSDA agent assigned to my farm truly wants to see my farm succeed and is knowledgeable and helpful to me in obtaining my forecasted sales goals.
Agreed:  3 Disagreed: 1 Undecided: 28
9. The Board of the Farmers Market communicates with me in a timely fashion and answers my questions as they arise. Agreed: 22 Disagreed: 7 Undecided:4 
10. The Board of the Farmers Market has successfully organized educational opportunities for me as a farmer. Agreed:5  Disagreed:3 Undecided: 24
11. I am pleased with the current marketing campaign.  Agreed: 12   Disagreed: 20 Undecided:0
12. I believe the Board should retain Elizabeth Campbell as its marketing manager.
Agreed: 8  Disagreed: 23 Undecided: 1

Of particular interest were the write in comment sections.  The comment sections made it clear that a number of the vendors a) didn’t realize the market had Bylaws or was chartered by the city, b) didn’t realize the market operated as a 501(c) and had a stated agricultural education purpose, c) a clear divide was established between incumbent “tenured” vendors and new members.

Guided Discussion Group

The guided discussion revolved around forward thinking for the 2011 season and a redefining of the market memberships combined “mission/vision/values”.  The discussion had a total of 17 participants.  All 7 board members were in attendance and 10 vendors chose to participate.  Of the 17, 4 were farmers and 13 were crafters.  All in attendance were full time vendors, no floaters chose to participate.  

Each attendee was handed a sheet of paper with the 11 questions on it from Appendix B.  I began the open discussion with a simple question:  Who wants to go first?  What transpired resolved in the open what I had suspected all along.  Most of the crafters, even the board members, did not realize the market was established as an educational endeavor for local agricultural and community awareness about local agriculture.  Moreover, only 3 in attendance knew the market had a grant specifically from the WSDA to educate on community supported agriculture.  A deep philosophical discussion side railed us for almost an hour on the importance of sustainable local agriculture.  Noticing we had derailed I steered the question back to how the market can encourage more farm vendors resulting in several great ideas worth pursuing for 2011.  The conversation then turned toward the current state of the union of market management.  Universally, not only did anyone know what the market manager was supposed to do or what she was paid, consensus remained that the marketing efforts were dismal at best.  

The discussion led to a subsequent board meeting at which the resignation of the manager was accepted.  She agreed, while once excited about the market: junior college, a new job and raising her children had made her unavailable to the market this season.  Currently, as a Board we are accepting applications for a new market manager and we have begun with the imperative task of designing a job description.
CONCLUSION


Inside of every organization however small, there is a culture and a language unique to that organization.  Internal communication is not only the nucleus of a functional organization; it is the root of all evil in an unhealthy organization.  Clearly defining your “mission/vision/values” and adhering to them creates a climate for success and clarity.  Undefined core values foster the development of silos in the simplest of organizations, even a farmer’s market.

By assessing the lack of clear focus and addressing common misconceptions within our market this study allowed for a dialogue to begin between the farmer and crafter vendor silos.  The key to the continued growth and profitability of the market revolves around capitalizing on this initial dialogue and using it as a platform to mediate the common agendas of both camps.
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