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1
Introduction

This is a report to the Rural Coalition’s Agriculture
Task. It presents observations and findings
associated with expanded production of nonprogram crops in general and the development of
alternative markets in particular. Specific
consideration is given to examining how
enhanced urban-rural connections can stimulate
marketing opportunities.
The report begins with a brief overview of the
concept of agricultural diversification and its role
in promoting sustainable agriculture and
preserving small-scale and family farming,
particularly in the context of a global food system.
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The barriers to diversification are examined
including government policy, agency limitations,
and systemic deficiencies. This discussion is used
to frame a review of the opportunities for new
and expanded market development and
organizational alliances that could stimulate the
demand for fruits and vegetables as well as other
farm products and activities. The
recommendations that are offered are based on
broad observations of actions and strategies
needed at various levels. They are also designed
to support the direction and resources of the
AgTF.
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Why Diversify?

The call for agricultural diversification away from
traditional crops and production techniques in
favor of alternatives comes from a number of
sectors astute to the trends and realities of our
food and farm system. Producers dependent on
international commodity markets are increasingly
threatened as surpluses abound and demand
diminishes due to third world debt, uneven
foreign exchange rates, and the growing food selfsufficiency of some countries. Monoculture
production, which is generally coupled with a
dependency on synthetic inputs, poses threats to
the regenerative capability of ecological systems.
The health of farmworkers and residents in many
communities is also threatened by toxic
applications and groundwater pollution. The
economic viability of farm families and
communities wanes with the loss of soil
productivity and the cost of expensive production
components.
Smaller producers, processors, and distributors
are being squeezed out of the marketplace and
those caught in the grip of contractual production
for corporate agribusiness concerns or those who
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are producing regulated crops have little
independence. Rural areas are faced with greater
economic decline as capital leaves their
communities through sophisticated corporate
vertical integration chains. Small producers and
organic farmers have received few of the benefits
of agricultural research and development, and
extension programs provide little appropriate
technical assistance. For those producers willing
to initiate change, traditional sources of capital
remain elusive, particularly since bankers
typically oppose small-scale innovation projects.
Sustainable agriculture is moving beyond just
advocating for low-input production techniques
to include the development of new marketing
opportunities that will help retain and recycle
local capital for rural development. These efforts
are timely as consumer awareness and criticism
of the existing food system grows. What was
once a small but committed cadre of organic food
buyers has flourished to include other consumers
concerned with the quality, availability, and price
of food. In addition to an increased demand for
organically grown products, the demand for

Diversified Marketing Opportunities for Small Farmers

2

locally produced food has increased as
consumers become more skeptical of the merits
of growth inhibitors, ripening agents, irradiation,
and long-distance hauling of farm products.

to aid small-scale and family farms by developing
production regimens aimed at servicing the
alternative markets and breaking new ground in
existing markets.

Urban communities are becoming more
conscious of their dependence on imported of
food that is produced out-of-state and offshore, a
point not lost on those concerned with national
security. The poor, both urban and rural, suffer
high prices for inferior quality products and have
poor access to fresh foods. This contributes to
already high levels of nutrition-related diseases
and periodic hunger found among underserved
people. They, too, are demanding a change.
Shifting demographic and income distribution
have also created a demand for ethnic foods,
specialty crops, and gourmet vegetables. Each of
these areas offer opportunities for expanded fruit
and vegetable production, alternative crops, and
value-added processing activities. While it is not
suggested that the present level of concern for
these issues is enough to transform the existing
agribusiness-dominated system in the near term, it
does offer a strong incentive to develop strategies

Agricultural diversification also offers significant
opportunities to promote the long-term change
necessary for sustained rural revitalization.
Progress has been made in those regions and
states that view food and agriculture as the
important economic sector it is. In these
instances food issues share the planning agenda
with economic development, housing,
transportation and other areas. Agriculture is
viewed as an industry that includes small business
and is given the same regard as the auto, health,
construction, or service sectors. In short,
agriculture's contribution to the economic base is
realized and promoted. Efforts to minimize risk
and foster self-reliance occur as marketing niches
are identified and developed by both small and
family farmers and state governments. The
challenge is to export the examples of sustainable
food systems and rural development to other
regions.
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3
Barriers to Diversification

Much of the appeal of sustainable agriculture is
that it offers marketing alternatives to farmers
willing to diversify their production schemes to
include non-program crops. However, there are
also opportunities within the traditional structure
to increase distribution of fruits, vegetables, and
other food and farm products. Before examining
market opportunities some of the obstacles that
impede the transition to diversified production are
identified. This review includes barriers on both
the production and marketing sides. It also looks
at barriers to those wanting to participate in the
existing structure and to those looking to create
new niches.
Many of the considerations presented were drawn
from key informant interviews with producers,
distributors, agriculture agents, and others as well
as a cursory review of the regulatory
environment. This analysis is presented as the
foundation for the subsequent discussion of
expanded marketing opportunities and urbanrural alliances. While general suggestions are
offered that may inform the AgTF’s program
planning, specific ameliorative actions to barriers
are not proposed in deference to the AgTF's
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policy and decision-making process. The
subsequent section on marketing through
expanded urban-rural connections does offer
programmatic suggestions, some of which could
be brought about more easily if the barriers
discussed herein are addressed.

TECHNICAL ASSISTANCE AND ACCESS
TO RESOURCES
Many farmers and farm advocacy groups view the
lack of appropriate technical assistance as the
biggest barrier to diversifying into fruits,
vegetables, and alternative crops. Many feel the
existing extension structure is the appropriate
vehicle for this assistance and that its efforts
should not be duplicated. The concern, however,
is that these systems often lack: trained specialists
in the areas of crop diversification and/or organic
production techniques; alternative marketing
specialists and networks; and management or
entrepreneurial skill development appropriate to
new production and marketing approaches. The
real or perceived lack of technical assistance
packages may reinforce farmers’ reluctance to
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experiment with new technologies and ventures.
Many also consider the availability of labor as a
barrier since diversification implies the use of less
capital-intensive technologies and a greater
reliance on workers. Some farmers wonder
whether they can compete with other employers
who offer higher pay and benefits and whether
their short-term need for labor can compete with
unemployment and public assistance benefits.
Other farmers think there is too much red tape
and regulation involved under current farm labor
laws to bring in foreign workers and that it is not
worth the time given the short seasonal needs.
Some farmers consider diversifying only to the
extent that it can be accommodated by the use of
family labor. Interesting approaches are being
employed to get around the labor shortage issue
including planting easy-to-harvest varieties that
require little technical training, using high school
students and young mothers, and creating
volunteer labor corps comprised of urbanites
looking for a bucolic "experience." The potential
for job development for rural and expert
farmworkers in this area is strong. The
variable/seasonal need for labor associated with
many fruit and vegetable crops also provides an
incentive for farmers to develop resource-sharing
arrangements and to stagger growing regimens.
Several agriculture agents suggest that the
emphasis placed on the marketing component in
agricultural diversification forces farmers to pay
attention to issues and opportunities beyond the
farm gate. They say farmers must be familiar with
each component of the food system and have the
opportunity to develop a rapport with others in
the chain. This suggests the need for better
outreach and information sharing and perhaps the
need for vocational programs that can train others
who can take some of the burden off of farmers.
Farmers also need better access to each other to
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facilitate cooperative arrangements and sharing of
resources.

RESEARCH AND TECHNOLOGY
TRANSFER
As indicated in the AgTF’s Land Grant University
Transition Project, the lack of research and
experimentation designed to benefit small, limited
resource, and family farmers is problematic. This
is aggravated by the lack of attention to smaller
scale, low-input, low-technology production
models and to integrated rural development
models. There is some resentment that the
research agendas of LGUs are determined largely
by agribusiness and that there is little input from
independent producers and consumers. Products
and techniques seem to be imposed on them
regardless of need. Research on fruit and
vegetable production still is not afforded the
amount of attention as other program crops,
which affects the level of extension work in this
area. Some suggest there is a breakdown in
information transfer. Most agree that extension
lacks the sufficient number of agents trained to
promote sustainable agriculture. And although
there may be many sympathetic individuals
within the LGU system, traditional politics
dominate and often preclude significant progress.
A couple of informants suggest that farmers’
reluctance to diversify could be alleviated if they
were provided with economic analysis of soil
capability and the regenerative processes that
occur during the first few years after diversifying.
Armed with a reasonable estimate of how
productivity may decline initially, a farmer may
be more willing to take the risk. The LGU system
can also play a role in easing credit restrictions
that affect diversification and alternative
agriculture by generating performance data that
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are acceptable to lenders. It can also assist in
market research and development that will help
farmers better plan their planting regimen.
Extension is well equipped to target marketing
programs aimed at consumers. Data bases and
information clearinghouse functions can be
created and eventually spun off to farmercontrolled or community-controlled
organizations.

GOVERNMENT PLANNING AND
DEVELOPMENT
Although food and agriculture related industries
might well comprise the largest sector of our
economy, it is still not regarded as a significant
contributor to an economic turnaround.
However, in those states with forceful
departments of agriculture, its contribution to
sustained economic growth, import substitution,
and entrepreneurial development is impressive.
When agriculture recaptures a position of industry
prominence it becomes easier to promote
alternative strategies and especially those that
include the interests of small producers. This
probably requires a political approach, but one
that may be stimulated with constituent pressure.
There is a consensus that it is at the state level
where most of the opportunity lies to promote
diversified production and alternative marketing.
Coupled with regional and local initiatives, most
informants view states to be in the best position to
respond to the unique needs of alternative
agriculture. (Some interviewees suggest
grassroots policy and program initiatives are
better equipped to support alternative agriculture
than USDA, which largely supports corporate
agribusiness. The integration of agriculture and
rural development is not found in all state
departments of agriculture, or at least it is not
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shown by program allocations. Recognizing that
the range of activities varies from state to state,
there are several areas that can be strengthened.
State departments of agriculture should take the
lead in pressing for creative financing for
alternative agriculture ventures. State
participation may in turn leverage capital from
other public and private sources. (Examples of
financial assistance are included in subsequent
sections.) Existing transportation and distribution
networks may not adequately serve more isolated
farmers wishing to diversify and tap into urban
markets. States can help expand these networks
and establish resource sharing arrangements.
Departments of agriculture can take the lead in
developing promotional materials and campaigns
for expanding fruit and vegetable markets. As in
other industries, tax and land incentives can be
provided to encourage diversification and smallscale agricultural pursuits. State agencies can
help initiate producer-buyer cooperatives and
other market-oriented initiatives.
A number of federal agencies besides USDA have
undertaken food and agriculture related projects.
Some programs may offer support for alternative
agriculture demonstrations, particularly those
related to food processing and distribution,
community development, microenterprise
development, and recreation and tourism.
Programs of the following agencies should be
considered: The departments of Housing and
Urban Development, Commerce (Economic
Development Administration), Interior, Health
and Human Services (Community Services
Discretionary Program), and the Small Business
Administration. For example, EDA has funded a
nonprofit organization to develop a how-to guide
to creating job opportunities through agriculture
diversification; HUD Community Development
Block Grants have been used to develop public

Diversified Marketing Opportunities for Small Farmers

6

markets in urban, suburban, and rural areas; and
HHS Discretionary Funds have supported
nonprofit organizations working to promote
agriculture and natural resource-based economic
development. Grassroots organizations need to
be aware of these programs and encouraged to
initiate public-private partnerships.

REGULATIONS
Several of the producers and extension agents
interviewed view the lack of federal regulations
for fruits and vegetables and other non-program
crops as the biggest barrier to expanding produce
production. The absence of a standard grading
system that is enforceable seems to be the
primary concern of those looking to capture parts
of the traditional market. The need for labeling
and packaging guidelines is crucial. Some
informants identified the state as the appropriate
entity to establish grading systems. In some
states, progressive farmers have pushed for
standard grading, but have not received ample
support from other farmers to get the state to act.
Although a standard grading system would push
the worst growers out of the market or force them
to improve their quality, one advantage is that
small producers would gain better access to
traditional buyers previously unwilling to buy
because of uncertain grade and volume.
Another area of concern is the need for a system
of certifying and verifying organically-grown farm
products. Labeling requirements to increase
consumer recognition of organic and non-organic
foods are needed. There is also the question of
how to track certified produce once it enters the
wholesale and processing chains. This suggests
opportunities to develop additional processing
and wholesale entities to handle organic
products.
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The subject of marketing orders – the USDA
system of regulations that governs the production
and sale of certain fruit, vegetable, and specialty
crops – did not provoke much response from
many growers or agents, so additional references
were sought through the literature. Proponents of
marketing orders say it is a means of controlling
the quality and supply of certain produce and
specialty crops, protecting the consumer, and
safeguarding against shortage. The critics suggest
that marketing orders are yet another tool of
corporate agribusiness to keep certain producers
from the market. An allotment system determines
how much a producer can sell in a given season
and requires that a certain percentage be reserved
for the secondary market (where the price
received is less) regardless of the input costs. This
is fine if there is an emergency affecting primary
crop availability. In this case the farmer is paid
the primary price from secondary goods, but this
is rare. If the percentage allotted for the
secondary market cannot be sold to processors or
exported, it is allowed to rot. Consumers are
deprived of the lower price the surplus would
create.
Corporate producers and large cooperatives
(many of which were formed to circumvent
antitrust laws) control the majority of votes on the
marketing order crop committees. Small and
independent growers are kept out of the market
unless they receive USDA approval. It would be
interesting to learn whether or not small and
midsize producers within this system are
relegated to growing primarily for the secondary
markets or whether they are precluded from
primary markets because of the cost of complying
with packaging, labeling, and other standards.
USDA has expanded marketing orders to include
specialty crops. Kiwi fruit is a recent example.
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This raises concern since much of the opportunity
for rural development through agricultural
diversification depends on tapping into specialty
markets. The implication of this is worth
investigating. There are a number of nonprofit
organizations1 and a few independent growers
associations that are lobbying USDA and
Congress to allow farmers to sell all of what they
grow. However, given the fifty-year history of
marketing orders, the political pressure to
preserve the status quo remains strong despite the
current administration's preference for
deregulation. Consumer groups and anti-hunger
advocates are logical allies for farmer
organizations that are addressing the deficiencies
of the marketing order system.
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4
Wholesale Food Distribution Systems:
Opportunities and Constraints

Before examining the potential for increasing fruit
and vegetable markets through new and
expanded urban-rural alliances, it may be useful
to look at the wholesale distribution system.
Despite the traditional barriers that have kept
smaller producers from these markets, innovative
approaches are being developed to circumvent
them. As farmers begin to diversify and
contemplate new production, processing, and
market arrangements and as consumers become
more demanding in their preference for quality,
nutritious, and chemically-free foods expanded
options will open up in the wholesale sector.
In the chain that makes up the food and
agriculture system the long line between farmer
and consumer is dominated by various
components of the wholesale structure. It
includes the brokers, jobbers, terminal markets,
and other distributors as well as food processors,
packaging, and advertising concerns. It is at these
various stages that the manipulation occurs that
leads to many of the inequities within the system.
The implication for the farmer and the consumer
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is very simple. The farmer receives the lowest
price for the most vital input of the system and the
consumer pays the highest price for the most
vital element of ones existence. The system itself
is made more complex by the degree of corporate
control through vertical integration. Access by
small producers, processors, and distributors is
restricted as corporate control of product
selection is further reinforced by manipulating
consumer acceptance.
As buyers of farm products and food distributors
have come to rely on supplies from technologydriven, capital-intensive mega-farms and on
imports from underdeveloped countries they have
used standards to keep smaller producers from
the fruit and vegetable market. The fact the small
farmers cannot generate substantial volume has
kept many of them out of the market. Buyers
expect uniformity as well and are generally
unwilling to accept products cosmetically inferior
to corporate agribusiness standards. Even food
processors have standards that may be quite
different from second and third grade products
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originally grown for the primary market. In
temperate regions smaller producers are often
barred from traditional outlets with the excuse
that they cannot provide a year-round supply.
When small farmers have succeeded in
penetrating the wholesale market it has generally
been through marketing cooperatives,
establishing a unique rapport with buyers, or by
servicing smaller, specialty markets. However,
for farmers to benefit from diversification for
alternative markets (such as new urban markets)
efforts must be combined with penetration into
the traditional wholesale markets. This, coupled
with strategies to move producers closer to the
consumption end of the food system chain,
eliminating the middlemen where possible, is
critical. Standard grading and packaging
requirements can help in this area, as can the
development of more marketing cooperatives to
take advantage of volume sales. Some informants
suggest the big push will come from: the
increasing consumer demand for high quality,
affordably priced fresh food; the growing
reluctance to accept foods grown and
manipulated by synthetic or even hazardous
processes; and the demand for partially prepared
fresh foods. One encouraging sign is the
acceptance of regionally produced and valueadded farm products by major supermarket
chains.
Helping farmers and producer co-ops become
more familiar with the wholesale fruit and
vegetable system and establish relationships with
brokers and managers is critical. Technical and
financial assistance is also needed to help
producers better conform to packaging, labeling,
and merchandising expectations. Small
producers must also have access to information
about the competitive environment and price
fluctuations.
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In addition to the traditional sectors such as
terminal markets, brokers and supermarkets, key
informants suggest a number of wholesale sectors
to target for the sale of fruit, vegetable, and other
farm products

RESTAURANTS. This sector is known to go to
great lengths and cost to import specialty and
gourmet crops. Experts suggest that it will be
difficult for farmers to establish individual ties
with restaurants without culinary knowledge.
Similarly, isolated producers will find market
access problematic. However, some farmers and
cooperatives have been able to establish
relationships with food purveyors and the jobbers
that service the industry, often getting around the
distributors that sell to them. In one case,
extension agents were instrumental in educating
farmers about opportunities and organizing chefs
and purveyors to consider locally-produced
and/or domestic products.

FOOD SERVICE SECTOR. Fast food
establishments, hotels, and recreation-related
facilities are increasing in number. They offer
opportunities for small producers, particularly if
they are independently owned or the franchise
owner has some purchasing autonomy.
Institutional providers such as schools, hospitals,
government installation, etc. may be difficult to
penetrate because of the bid process of
purchasing. However, less populated, less
competitive areas where retention and recycling
of local capital is practiced may offer
opportunities.

AUCTIONS. These provide good inroads for
smaller producers who do not have access or
time to do direct marketing or do not have the
volume to reach traditional wholesalers. They are
also an excellent way to stimulate regional fruit
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and vegetable production and attract capital to
rural areas. If the price and the quality of the
product are right, buyers will travel to the source.
These types of auctions can target small vendors
such as independent supermarkets, mom and pop
stores, cooperatives, health food stores,
emergency food distributors, produce stands as
well as jobbers, purveyors, and even chain stores
(particularly when supermarkets run into a
shortage).

SMALL WHOLESALE MARKET DEVELOPMENT.
Several respondents advocated the development
of wholesale market facilities that serve only
small and midsize producers. They might include
specialty crops and value-added products, or
even specialize in them. These wholesale outlets
would serve small buyers who are unable to buy
in the volume required by larger wholesalers.
One expert suggested that the ever-threatened
Market Facilities branch of USDA, which works
mainly with terminal markets, could play a strong
role in helping establish smaller wholesale
operations or small-scale fruit and vegetable
components within larger terminal markets.
Another informant saw the rural economic
development potential of replicating components
of the food system to create communitycontrolled, vertically integrated food and farm
ventures. Community-managed storage facilities
could extend the availability of produce
throughout parts of the year. Community-run or
worker-owned processing facilities could
generate additional demands for locally-grown
farm products. Most agreed that LGU systems
should be compelled to develop research and
extension programs that support such options and
that state governments should develop creative
financial packages to help capitalize them.
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5
Alternative Market Opportunities Through
New Urban-Rural Connections

There are many opportunities to do direct
marketing of non-program crops through new and
expanded urban-rural connections. Such
connections offer the chance to refine the notion
of regionally-based food systems that are built on
strong community participation and control and
which attempt to satisfy as many needs as
possible from within. Advocates of the small is
beautiful approach, or homegrown economics,
have suggested that a more regionally-based food
system promotes jobs and economic development
for both urban and rural residents. Several good
examples are found in cities where communitybased development includes the food sector.
There are also a number of organizations that are
not food or farm groups per se, but subscribe to
principles that could mesh with the broader
objectives of sustainable agriculture, family farm
preservation, and parity in the marketplace.
They, too, may be allies in the effort to expand or
open new avenues to farmers. This section
identifies those urban constituents as well as
others already promoting alternative agriculture.
It also suggests areas of potential activity. This
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section begins by examining a longtime
component of the urban food system – retail
public markets – and looks at strategies that can
further accommodate diversifying farmers.

PUBLIC MARKETS
As one urban-based marketing director for a state
department of agriculture put it, "...the purpose of
public markets is to establish a beachhead for
small farmers." Historically, public markets were
given the same stature in state planning as streets
and highway development. Many advocates are
working hard to reestablish the prominence of
public markets in downtown development and
zoning and see that as the most important urban
food policy issue.
Public markets include a range of farmer-toconsumer retail arrangements from tailgate and
open-air markets to seasonal indoor markets to
permanent, year-round facilities. Public markets
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remain a viable way for smaller farmers to
compete. Because farmers deal directly with the
consumer they are the price setters and can
command prices commensurate with production
costs. Middlemen are eliminated and the worries
of meeting wholesalers' strict standards reduced.
Public markets are perhaps the most effective way
to respond to consumer demands for freshness,
nutrition, and all around quality. Farmers markets
are also an excellent vehicle to sell value-added
farm products, preserved foods, and non-farm
products and rural crafts. Many agree that
markets offer potential for expanding rural-based
food preparation and processing vendors.
Farmers markets can be found in a range of urban
and suburban neighborhoods as well as in rural
areas. In some low-income areas tailgate markets
are often the only source of fresh foods. Tailgate
and open-air farmers markets may be the easiest
to establish since little startup capital is needed,
but they do require a very committed organizing
group, be it a church, community group, or local
agency. Church or municipal parking lots are
good sites to hold markets, and merchant groups
generally welcome them since they attract more
foot traffic. Public agencies can help identify
locations that receive good traffic, yet are
relatively convenient for farmers to get to.
Farmers markets are festive and can easily
become part of local tourism promotions.
Indoor markets and particularly permanent
markets offer more advantages to farmers,
including a larger audience and more niche
markets. Consumers benefit from the large
variety of retail choices as well as from other
services that may complement the market. For
example, in addition to the 100 farmer stalls and
200 food related business stalls that comprise
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Pike Place Market in Seattle there are crafts
exhibits, a senior center, a day care center, and a
food bank. The nonprofit development company
that manages the market is also an affordable
housing developer.
Permanent farmers markets have acquired an
interesting array of supporters recently. Urban
designers and planners have begun to view
permanent markets as a vital component of
downtown development. They are often
proposed as anchors for neighborhood
commercial strip developments as well.
Architects, planners, community developers,
public space advocates, and others lead the call
for more markets. Even Rouse-type developers
are promoting farmers markets. While the
trendiness of it may be hard to reconcile, the
support has brought additional federal, state,
local, and private capital together to promote
something that benefits farmers.
Advocates for the creation of more farmers
markets suggest a range of creative financing
mechanisms to help develop them, including a
state loan fund for municipalities for capital
improvements to markets and roadside stands.
HUD and EDA funds have been used to develop
markets in many cities and towns. There is also
legislation before Congress to establish a sevenstate demonstration based on the Massachusetts
model of distributing vouchers to food assistance
recipients for use at farmers markets. Public
Markets Collaborative, Inc., a national
organization formed to develop markets in both
urban and rural areas, expressed a strong interest
in this AgTF scoping exercise. They seem to be
taking the lead in promoting farmers markets
nationally and are looking to expand their rural
connections.

Diversified Marketing Opportunities for Small Farmers

13

COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT
CORPORATIONS
The community development sector has
historically concerned itself with urban-based
housing and economic development and
particularly strategies that benefit low-income
communities. There are many good examples of
job creation projects that are food and agriculture
based, but efforts to target food as an economic
development sector are lacking. In recent years
there has been much attention focused on the
need for CDCs to combine their economic
objectives with strategies that promote greater
social justice and improved service delivery.
Critics suggest that as many CDCs have become
more sophisticated they have neglected the needy
communities they were established to serve,
opting instead to undertake projects that often
result in gentrification and displacement.
Whether or not this is true, there is a growing
attempt to create projects that provide jobs in
sectors that serve other community needs. In this
context, food related projects hold much promise.
Care must be given to insure that urban-based
efforts do not encroach on rural job and
economic development prospects. There are,
however, possibilities to do joint projects in food
processing, for example, where rural entities
control the production and processing ends and
urban enterprises supply ancillary inputs to the
processing process. Transportation and
distribution functions are others that may be
shared.
Urban-based CDCs can also create food service
enterprises that utilize fresh foods, as well as
serve as the developing agent for public farmers
market. Given CDCs' awareness of the
downtown development process, the latter
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venture may be an appropriate role for them.
CDCs may also be convinced to fill the void
created by supermarkets that have left inner cities,
creating alternative retail food ventures (including
independently-owned supermarkets) that support
regional farmers and import food from those
states with strong alternative marketing programs.
Many CDCs are involved in the community land
trust movement. As farm groups increasingly look
to land trusts as a means of holding on to farm
homes and lands, the opportunity to
communicate with urban land trust groups will
increase. There may be long-term potential to
develop cooperative efforts around these
alliances.
Churches are increasingly looking for socially
conscious investments. Projects designed to help
farmers and help underserved areas would
certainly fall in this area. CDCs have been
successful in organizing and accessing church
generated investments.
On the rural economic development side, CDCs
can be instrumental in creating new small-scale
agriculture ventures that target urban markets,
especially in the processing sector. The concept
of microenterprise development (home-based and
cottage industries, including women-owned
businesses) is gaining popularity as well. With
the right marketing niches and access to capital,
this approach to job development and selfreliance holds much promise. Given that the
startup costs for most microenterprise ventures is
low, it may be easy for a CDC to create a
revolving loan fund to underwrite food and
agriculture projects.
CDCs can also be the catalyst for creating a food
related business incubator, a small business
complex that shares resources in order to

Diversified Marketing Opportunities for Small Farmers

14

minimize startup risks. This might include firms
working in each component of the food system,
with special attention paid to projects that help
expand markets for small farmers.
The biggest barrier to working with CDCs is that
proposed projects often require extensive
planning and financial analysis to prove their
worthiness and economic viability. CDC
packages can include grants but more often rely
on loans and equity. CDC-related technical
assistance providers exist to help less experienced
organization develop their ideas. If a project can
demonstrate a significant level of job creation, the
ability to repay debts, and the ability to strengthen
the economic base of its community, it is prime
for consideration under CDC models.

COMMUNITY-BASED ORGANIZATIONS
Community-based organizations (CBO) are
generally more service oriented that CDCs. Many
CBOs serve low-income areas where food
delivery systems are at their worst. CBOs have
created food coops, buyers clubs, grocery stores
and other distribution systems that farmers can
readily plug in to. Other CBOs run service
operations that prepare meals on site – another
outlet for fresh farm products.
Because of the limited resources and crowded
agendas of many CBOs, some may be reluctant to
develop ventures that require sustained
involvement and capital. Because of their strong
outreach ability, however, CBOs may be the
perfect vehicle through which to educate
consumers to the realities of the existing food
system and, thereby, stimulate the demand for
alternative farm products and fresh foods. Many
CBOs have good organizing skills. With
technical backup to familiarize them with the
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principles of sustainable agriculture a variety of
initiatives can be introduced.
Urban CBOs have often demanded that their
residents be given employment preference when
new businesses are developed. Many have
influenced fast food hiring practices. Perhaps this
can be taken a step further to suggest that
residents have access to fresh fruits and
vegetables bought from area farmers by those
restaurants. Some fast food franchises support
local farmers, featuring special dishes of local
foods. Much more can be done in this areas.
CBOs have also organized members and residents
for trips to pick-your-own farms and roadside
stands, canneries, craft shows and farm day visits.
CBOs can help organize contractual
arrangements between farmers and small groups
of families, perhaps providing transportation
assistance or space. They can also sponsor
tailgate markets and food festivals to give farmers
greater exposure. The most important aspect of
any of these activities is a dedicated organization
that will assume responsibility for coordination
and follow-up.

CHURCHES
Like community-based organizations, churches
are good education and outreach vehicles for
reaching consumers and organizers who can help
stimulate the demand for farm products. At the
local level, they can be very effective at forging
alliances with urban and suburban community
groups to develop education and program
activities. They can sponsor urban-rural
exchanges and other avenues for the two sectors
to meet, understand each other, and develop
solutions to common problems.
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At the national level church groups have been
active forces in the anti-hunger movement and,
more recently, in lobbying for small-scale and
family farmers. Discussions are already
underway between a number of activist church
groups to explore ways to expand urban-rural
connections.2 In addition to lobbying, church
groups can help develop pilots at the local level
to promote markets. As mentioned above, many
church groups are interested in making socially
conscious investments. Food and farm
constituents can play a brokering role with the
church community to help steer funds to
alternative ventures, microenterprise, and urban
outlets.
Within the Black community recent discussions
have centered around how to get the Black
churches more involved in community economic
development. If the evidence of recent churchmobilized political participation is any indication,
this area holds much potential. An interesting
urban-rural experiment may be to use the
churches as the platform to make urban
consumers aware of the deplorable extent of land
loss and the problems facing Black farmers.
Coupled with technical assistance to help farmers
diversify, the churches can be mobilize to provide
new markets. Strong organization is critical.

LOCAL GOVERNMENT
Like much of the community development sector,
urban and suburban governments have given
scant attention to food and agriculture issues
beyond emergency and subsidized food activities.
Although public markets have gained new
supporters and open space is more available for
community gardens (although rarely protected
from development), few cities have undertaken
extensive food system studies on a par with those
for the housing or transportation sectors. For
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those that have3 a range of economic and
community development options have opened.
Many initiatives have included the creation of
urban-rural partnerships and enhanced markets.
These local governments see the food sector as
integrally connected to the industrial and service
base. They also recognize consumer preference
for quality food and affordable prices and see the
aesthetic value of public markets. They are
concerned with their status as food importers and
work to create more regionally-based systems by
supporting areas farmers. Often local food policy
becomes part of larger state initiatives to enhance
agricultural productivity. In state legislatures
some informed urban representatives have allied
with rural representatives on agriculture issues.
Encouraging local governments to analyze their
food systems and develop responsive policy and
programs could greatly stimulate markets for farm
products. Such agencies as the U.S. Conference
of Mayors (which cosponsored municipal food
studies in several cities) and the League of Cities
could be good platforms from which to
encourage more work in this area.

ANTI-HUNGER ORGANIZATIONS
Traditionally, anti-hunger groups have confined
themselves to addressing the short-term need for
food and lobbying for increased food subsidy
programs. These efforts are vital to insuring that
those in need have access to food. Until recently,
most in this community had not addressed the
problem within the context of the larger food and
economic systems that cause hunger. The more
progressive groups are working to establish longterm alternatives to emergency feeding by
creating retail food outlets, organizing
cooperatives, and promoting home food
processing. Within this structure are a number of
opportunities for farmers to expand markets. The
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barrier, however, is the level of organization
needed to coordinate such ventures.
Other opportunities for farmers exist if soup
kitchens and pantries could be organized to
purchase some of their food from area farmers as
opposed to the traditional wholesale outlets.
Nutrition could be improved with the use of more
fresh products. In exchange for meals, providers
could request that patrons participate in a brief
presentation on the benefits and availability of
fresh foods. Working with other communitybased organizations providers could also organize
field trips to pick-your-own farms and work with
extension to teach food preservation skills.
Model programs that get fresh food to lowincome people like the Massachusetts farmer
market WIC voucher program and San Diego's
Project SHARE4 should be replicated. Farmers
should also be made aware of the tax advantages
of donating food to the needy and the possibility
of reduced insurance restriction (where available)
for gleaning projects.

CONSUMER GROUPS
Consumer groups may be strong allies in
legislative efforts resulting in improvements in the
quality and availability of food. They may also be
in a position to stimulate the development of
consumer-producer cooperatives.
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6
Additional Recommendations

This report describes many of the barriers and
opportunities involved in creating new markets
for farmers though traditional and innovative
urban-rural connections. It indicates a number of
program and policy areas that can be developed.
Initiatives that are closely linked to economic
development may complement the work of the
Rural Economy and Development Task Force,
further broadening the appeal of sustainable
agriculture. Besides developing special policy
initiatives and program demonstrations, the AgTF
is in a good position, because of its diverse
membership and broad geographic mix, to
stimulate the interest at the grassroots level for
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economically viable agricultural alternatives.
Many of the sectors identified in this report –
potential supporters of stronger urban-rural
linkages – can aid this initiative simply by talking
up the idea and developing networks to promote
change. Through efforts already begun to create
an inventory of best practices in urban-rural
connections and alternative marketing projects,
the AgTF can provide grassroots organizations,
government agencies, extension and others with
successful examples for them to share throughout
their networks. Perhaps this can evolve into an
issue awareness and education project supported
by public and/or private sources.
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Endnotes

1

2

3

4

Citizens for a Sound Economy, Agriculture for
Market-Oriented Policies, and Capital Legal
Foundation (addresses unknown).
The National Council of Churches Rural Crisis
Project and Interfaith Action of Economic
Justice are two.
Philadelphia, Chicago, Knoxville, Kansas City,
St. Paul, and Charleston to name a few.
Project SHARE buys second and third grade
fruits, vegetables, and prepared foods and
distributes packages to low-income people
for a fraction of the cost of retail groceries.
It provides farmers with a market for what
otherwise would be thrown back in the field
because of cosmetic deficiencies.
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