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Developing and Managing
a Farmers Market in Oregon
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A farmers market is a place where farmers
come together to sell their products directly
to consumers. Farmers markets were once a
significant marketing channel for fresh
produce and meat in this country. Subse-
quent developments in transportation,
storage, and food processing, however,
created an environment suitable for a highly
integrated food products system that
included various handling, processing,
wholesaler and retail channels.

This new system obliged farmers to
produce fewer crops in larger quantities. In
contrast, farmers markets require sellers to
offer a wide variety of crops where the
volume of trade is relatively small. Thus
farmers markets became a relatively ineffi-
cient marketing channel for a period of time
and generally declined.

Within the past 5 years, there has been a
reemergence of farmers markets across the
nation. In Oregon there are about a dozen,
with more in the planning stage. Several
changes in the supply and demand for fresh
produce have brought about this
reemergence.

Farmers are receiving relatively low prices
for their products from wholesalers and
canneries. Many of these producers want to
sell at farmers markets to obtain a larger
share of the price paid by consumers. By
selling at farmers markets, many smaller
farmers can compete effectively with larger
farms.

With an uncertain economy in Oregon
and other parts of the nation, many people
are looking for alternative sources to earn

supplemental income. Farmers markets
have the potential of providing that
alternative.

On the demand side, changes in consumer
preferences have been beneficial for farmers
markets. Consumers are more aware of
good nutrition in their diets. They want
fresh food, processed food that has been
"wholesomely" prepared, and access to the
"recreation" of the farmers market
environment. Consumers on tight budgets
can usually find lower-priced produce at
farmers markets than at regular retail
stores.

While there are a number of factors
conducive to farmers market formation, it
takes considerable time, energy, resources,
and expertise to establish a successful
market. The purpose of this circular is to
present a system for examining the develop-
mental process of a farmers market, to
discuss possible organizational and manage-
ment strategies, and to present case studies
on the development and management of
five Oregon farmers markets.

Stages of farmers market
development

Every community is unique. Thus the
development of every farmers market is also
unique. A community can try to develop the
market in any manner it deems desirable.
Typically, farmers, consumers, and busi-
ness groups will have different needs and
expectations associated with the market.
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Once a community evaluates th:
can establish short and long term goals
the appropriate organizational and manage-
ment strategy needed to develop the market
in a manner consistent with satisfying those
needs.

The development of a farmers market can
be thought of as a three-stage process. The
initial stage is a volatile period of uneven
supply and demand. In the second stage, the
market is firmly established in the commu-
nity with consistently high volume. In the
final stage, the market is mature; full-time
farmers sell a significant amount of produce
to the community.

Stage I. The initial stage of development
usually takes 1 to 3 years. Many of the
vendors are hobby gardeners. Few full-time
farmers sell because of high uncertainty.
Consumers do not shop regularly and
usually buy relatively small quantities of
produce. In addition, the location may not
be well known.

In this first stage, market participants
should establish short and long run goals
for structure. These goals give the market
guidance and direction to ensure its survival
as well as desired development.

Long term goals are important for
year-to-year continuity and direction.
Although they are dependent on the
values and ideas of the organizers, long
term goals frequently include one or more
of the following examples:

to be financially self-sufficient,
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to become a viable market outlet for local
full-time farmers,
to provide a variety of low-cost food to
consumers on a year-round basis, and
to become a permanent fixture in the
local economy.

Short term goals maintain enthusiasm
and give a sense of accomplishment to the
market manager and vendors. This can
boost morale in the initial stage when the
survival of the market is in doubt. Short
term goals should be attainable, measurable,
stated at the beginning of the season, and
included in the weekly recordkeeping
system. Here are some examples:

to have a specified number of vendors per
week,
to attract one new vendor per week,
to gross a certain dollar amount weekly,
to have every vendor sell all produce

brought to the market.

A farmers market may have more than one
short term goal each season.

Proper location is vital in the first stage.
The market should have easy access, good
visibility and exposure to traffic, plenty of
parking, and ample room for vendors. Most
importantly, it should have room to expand
for more vendors. A market that must
relocate for more space is at a disadvantage
if consumers do not readjust to the new site.

The market manager plays a key role in
stage one. That person should be able to
communicate with the vendors and organize
them to make the market run smoothly. If
the manager is energetic, it is extremely
helpful to coordinate supply so that all the
vendors are not selling the same items.
Timely planting and harvest can ensure a
steady stream of produce in a wide variety.

In the initial stage, many people have
found that a good management method is to
jointly build supply and demand slowly and
gradually from a relatively low volume.
Many managers initially encourage hobby
gardeners and small, part-time farmers to
supply the market. Typically, these vendors
do not get discouraged as easily on low
volume days compared to full-time farmers.
Thus, hobbyists and part-timers may be
more dependable suppliers. As volume

increases to a higher, consistent level, the
full-time farmers will become more inter-
ested and dependable.

Many markets attempt to build up
demand in proportion to supply through
advertising, publicity, and promotion.
Consumers are allowed to adjust their
buying patterns. As consumers and farmers
adjust to the market, volume will increase.
As consumers begin to shop regularly and
farmers use the market as a viable outlet for
their produce, the market begins to enter the
second stage of development.

Stage II. A different mix of sellers
characterizes this stage of development.
There are still hobby gardeners, but part-
and full-time farmers sell the majority of
the volume. Sales volume is consistently
high. Customers become more consistent
shoppers, make more visits to the market,
and purchase greater quantities of produce
per visit.

Once a market enters Stage II, the danger
of market failure greatly diminishes. Supply
and demand are strong enough so that
shortages and surpluses, when they occur,
are small in relation to total volume.
Suppliers and consumers are not frustrated
sufficiently to endanger the market.

Many farmers markets are organized in a
manner that keeps the market in Stage II
indefinitely. They want to devote a sizable
market share to hobby gardeners, crafts-
people or other nonprofessional farmers.
As a result, the volume may not be as high
as a mature market. The makeup of the
producers is usually not the same as it would
be in Stage III.

Stage III. In the final stage, the market
matures. Suppliers are all part- and
full-time farmers. The customers shop
weekly and purchase significant quantities
of produce. Sales volume is high. The
market supplies the community with a
substantial share of produce.

Case studies

Of the farmers markets in Oregon that we
studied, three were in Stage I: Corvallis,
Newport, and LaGrande. All seemed to be
adequately organized and managed. Supply
and demand were increasing steadily.
Consumers were still adjusting their purchas-

ing habits and were not always satisfied. In
general, though, they seemed to be happy
with the products and prices. Producers
were adjusting production and marketing
techniques to meet the needs of the market.
These markets have many hobby gardeners.
Farmers experienced in growing produce
were doing well.

The other two markets studied were in
Salem and Woodburn. They were both in
the second stage of development. Sales
volume is quite high. Consumers habitually
shop weekly, and the farmers supply
products on a regular basis. Neither of these
markets may move into Stage III because of
the goals they have set. Hobby gardeners
are allowed equal access. Market space is
allocated on a first come, first serve basis.

In Salem, there is a waiting list. Bakers
and craftspeople are welcome. (Albany, a
"sister" market to Corvallis, allows only
produce and prepared food to be sold.
Craftspeople are not allowed. There is
plenty of space for more vendors.) At
Woodburn, the organization is very loose.
No vending fee is levied. Any type of farmer
may sell.

All the markets surveyed seemed to be
organized in an atmosphere of real commu-
nity spirit. Hobby gardeners were always
welcomed and were appreciated for their
help in starting the farmers market. While
they have potential to do so, the farmers
markets studied did not have the structure
or established goals necessary for them to
move into Stage III.

Corvallis. Oregon's newest farmers
market, Corvallis' first year (1981) was
quite successful. The market was a commu-
nity project funded with public money
through the Community Services Con-
sortium. Long term goals were to provide
nutritious, low-cost food to the community;
a market for local farmers; and a reduction
in energy costs in the food system through
less transportation and processing.

The Mid-Willamette Growers Associa-
tion provided much organizational help.
The association's board of directors is the
governing body of the market. Most of the
sellers belong to the association. Conse-
quently, the difficulty of securing reliable
sellers was more easily overcome. Little
investment was needed to establish the
market. Insurance the first year was $50.



Publicity, mailing, and printing totaled $70,
and was financed by the Community
Services Consortium and the Mid-
Willamette Growers Association.

The initial organization time amounted to
200 hours to get the market started. Of that,
about 50 hours went to generating farmer
interest, 50 to promotion, and about 100 to
securing permits and authorization from the
city, to establish the existence and location
of the market.

The main obstacles in organizing the
market were finding a site suitable for both
the farmers and public, and convincing
farmers, the general public, and city
government that the market could be a
success.

A member of the growers' association
volunteered to be market manager. He
devoted an estimated 4 hours per week to
management duties.

In 1981 vendors paid a $3 fee each week to
sell. This money went directly to the
Mid-Willamette Growers Association to
cover part of the expenses for the market.
Those expenses (per month or as indicated)
included:

Newspaperads ............................. $ 33
Insurance (4 months) ..................... $ 54
Supplies & postage ........................ $ 25
City cleaning deposit (total) ............. $100

Only fresh produce, baked goods, and
fish were allowed for sale at the Corvallis
market. Arts and crafts were not allowed.
This rule was intended to ensure that
farmers had adequate space to sell. Hobby
gardeners as well as full- and part-time
farmers were welcome to sell their products
at the market. Hobby gardener support was
important in the initial phase of the market
formation. The market developers found
that full-time farmers were often hesitant to
sell at the new farmers market because they
feared going home with a large quantity of
unsold produce.

Newport. Newport's market first opened
in 1978; all vendors belong to (are owners
of) a nonprofit corporation. Membership
dues have recently been $10 per year.
Expenses in 1982 were:

City license for the market ................. $35
Liability insurance ......................... $88
Postage....................................... $11
Corporation tax ............................. $ 5

The manager expects to spend 30 to 40
hours preparing the market for its season
opening. Activities typically include sign
preparation and meetings with vendors and
city authorities. He collects a dollar from
each seller at the market (half the fee goes to
him; the remainder, to the corporation).
The manager arrives at the market an hour
early to set up. He is also a vendor.

Newport is a successful and thriving
market. The location is excellent with plenty
of parking and room for additional
vendors.

LaGrande. This farmers market was
established in 1980 to provide local
employment, to offset the depressed econ-
omy resulting from lumber industry layoffs.
The location is rented from a local church.
Half the booths are permanent. The market
is a cooperative. In the initial years, 10
percent of the vendor's gross receipts were
paid to the cooperative. The market
manager has sold about 25 percent of the
produce. In 1981, the vendors grossed
approximately $15,000 and paid $1,500 to
the cooperative. Expenses in 1981 were:

Annual
Expense

Basis
(June 6-

Item Amount Oct. 31)
Newspaper

advertising $3.50/week $ 70.00
Market manager $580/month 2,900.00
Rent $10/week 200.00
Water $15/week 75.00
Transportation $10/week 200.00
Paper and copying $100/year 100.00

The market manager's salary is funded by
a community action organization and the
cooperative. She coordinates the sellers'
planting and harvesting for the best flow of
products to the market. Managing the
market is a full-time job during the season.

One tactic to lure more customers to the
LaGrande market was to send a truck to
Milton-Freewater to purchase produce that
could not be grown locally and sell it at the
market at a bargain. Bananas and oranges
were two successful items that attracted
many customers who purchased additional
items from the vendors.

The market has an excellent location.
There is local acceptance and community

support. Many unemployed people in the
area want either to sell there as a supplement
for their incomes or to purchase lower-
priced goods.

Salem. Established during World War II,
Salem's farmers market is an example of an
excellent, well-managed organization. It is a
nonprofit market that relies both on
volunteer work and on fees collected from
vendors. The market is located near the
downtown area, inside a building specifically
constructed for it. With such a facility
(equipped with a wood stove), it is open
year-round. The operating expenses in 1981
were:

Annual
expense

Item Amount basis
Advertising $30/month $360
Wood $80/year $ 80
Electricity $20/month $240
Maintenance $300/year $300

Vendor payments in 1981 to cover these
costs totaled $1,800.

One person devotes 7 hours per week in
volunteer time to manage the market. She
also sells products at the market. No rent is
charged for the facility.

Salem is a successful market that offers
produce, baked goods, and arts and crafts
for sale. Vendor space is limited. It is allo-
cated on a reservation basis (current vendors
have priority for the following week). Sun-
day marketing was tried but proved unsuc-
cessful; vendors were not willing to devote
the time and effort to establish it on a regu-
lar basis.

Woodburn. This market is sponsored by
the Woodburn Junior Womens Club.
Despite little organization, it is successful.
The growers have responsibility to provide
the selling facilities of the market. The city
provides a parking lot location free of
charge.

Sellers come to the market at 7:30 a.m.
Saturday morning and are usually sold out
by 9:30 a.m. Fees are not required to sell
farm, handcrafts, or baked goods there.
Each year, the manager devotes 20 hours
per month during the spring and early
summer to get the market started. After
that, the market is self-managed. The local
newspaper provides free publicity although
a classified ad is taken out in the spring at a
cost of $12 to $18.



Woodburn is a healthy farmers market
and should maintan its success in the future
provided that certain factors remain the
same. If the city should force them to find a
new location or charge a user fee, a new
organizational structure would probably
have to be developed. This would require
more time and responsibility on the part of
the market manager.

Concluding comments
The Oregon farmers markets that were

observed seem loosely organized and
managed. Small towns with ample space for
customers, parking and vendors (farmers)
need relatively little organization and
management. For larger cities (such as
Eugene), organizers must pay closer atten-
tion to the basics of development. They
must work to avoid major difficulties, like
personal injury or property damage.

A farmers market can be anything a
community wants it to be. If the community
desires an outlet to support local agriculture,
then a market on the outskirts of town with
a loose organization and management may
be all that is necessary.

If a community wants to revitalize the
downtown business area, provide low cost
nutritional food for inner city residents and
ongoing downtown activities, careful
organizational and management strategies
including a full-time managerare proba-
bly necessary.

Summary
In many parts of the country, there is a

renewed interest in farmers markets on the
part of both producers and consumers.
Oregon is no exception to this trend. This
publication is designed to help those who
are interested in developing and managing a
farmers market.

We devised a classification system of
developmental stages to help explain
common growth patterns observed in many
farmers markets. Through personal inter-
views, we analyzed five Oregon farmers
market case studies.

Three of the farmers markets were typical
of the startup classification we designated
Stage 1. The other two markets were typical
of the intermediate Stage II classification.

Neither of the latter two markets were
approacing the maturity typical of Stage III,
the final stage of development.
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