SALES AND MARKETING OBJECTIVES AND STRATEGY
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The opportunity:  Small vegetables.

Not only do small vegetables provide a hilarious visual – very tall girl growing very tiny vegetables – but more importantly, I believe it is a winning business idea.  Chefs are demanding small vegetables because they can be served whole on the plate making them look (and taste) beautiful.  However, there is more to small vegetables than just fancy, high-end product: there is an appreciation for small, beautiful produce; personal-sized vegetables with less food waste for those who might not be able to eat, for example, a 8 pound head of cabbage in one go (and let it go bad in their fridge); and the ability to farm a small area of land intensively mostly by hand.  There is no one taking this approach right now (especially since the change in leadership at Cookstown Greens) leaving a gap in the market that I intend to fill.  


My intention with my marketing strategy is to sell through a few, very different streams, in order to have somewhere to send every vegetable I harvest.  Additionally, should one market take a downturn I have others customers ready to buy.  This is a strategy I will continue into the future.

Please refer to Appendix C for my estimated gross income for years one, two, and three.

2012 Markets/Target Customers

This section will outline each of my target customers or markets and give the following information: who they are, their specific needs or demands, how my vegetables will reach them, any potential challenges, how I will connect with them, and the potential for growth.  Each section is aimed at providing a look at the sales and marketing for each target audience/customer.
Restaurants

About 40% of projected income
Who:  Chefs in Toronto and other local, culinary centres like Stratford.  

What:  In speaking with chefs in Toronto and the folks at 100km Foods , it is clear that there is a demand for a consistent supply of high-quality baby-sized vegetables.  Some of the main crops targeted at chefs this year include, but are not limited to baby-sized fennel, carrots, beets, heads of lettuce, radishes, turnips, chicories, tomatoes, cucumbers, green onions, and broccoli.  I am also interested having an ongoing conversation with chefs and growing vegetables that they would like to try.

How:  I will be distributing to Toronto chefs through 100km Foods, Inc.  This company picks up at farms two days each week and delivers in Toronto two days each week.  They do not currently pick-up at farms in my area, so I will be driving to meet them somewhere around Orangeville a couple of times per week.


I have not yet determined how I will deliver vegetables to local chefs/restaurants.  I am hoping that this will not involve my personal delivery to each restaurant, but that there is a distributor who can make deliveries.  I need to do more research into this.  One exception is that the Ancaster Mill and associated restaurants pick-up at Mapletons, so I can hopefully sell some vegetables and have them delivered with their ice cream.

Connecting:  Making and maintaining connections with these customers will involve a lot of networking and word of mouth.  I will attend chef-farmer events whenever possible and not be shy about approaching chefs to discuss Smallholdings.  I am hoping to have some chefs come out to visit/tour Smallholdings in order to be completely transparent in my practices and, hopefully, create a relationship of understanding.  I am also creating a presence on social media like Facebook and Twitter so that customers who are not in my immediate area can stay involved and up-to-date in my day-to-day goings-on.  Furthermore, I hope to be involved with the Ontario Culinary Tourism Alliance, Slow Food Toronto, and other organizations that aim to bring people involved in food together.
Challenges:  
1. Chefs can be somewhat unreliable in their follow-through.  My vegetables will not be cheap and restaurant budgets are limited.  However, I think that I will be able to work around this by ensuring my product is good value (great quality for the price) and establishing lasting relationships with chefs that will buy my product.  I have already started to develop these kinds of relationships and have chefs that know chefs who know chefs who are all excited about my product.

2. Distributing to local restaurants is a potential challenge.  I do not want to spend all of my time delivering to restaurants, so I need to either find a local distributor, or be very careful/distance-conscious about the restaurants I supply.

3. Succession planting for a consistent supply is key for this market – chefs put vegetables on their menu and expect to be able to access them.  This will involve some trial and error at first while I establish the rhythms for these vegetables.  However, after a season or two (and with my experience doing succession planting at the New Farm) I should be able to overcome this.

4. I need to be conscious of the potentially scarring results of a crop that is not sellable because of quality due to factors like early frost, poor weather, or disease.  Unfortunately, this is not always avoidable or preventable, but I will do everything that I can to ensure this does not happen by using tools like row cover and irrigation.  Also, proper communication with chefs and distributor during a crop failure is critical – ensuring that everyone understands the, at times unpredictable, nature of growing food.

Growth potential:  There is a lot of potential in this market for growth.  I would like to become the number one producer of tiny vegetables for restaurants in Toronto and other culinary centres in the region.  If I specialize correctly and produce a consistent supply of high-quality vegetables, I will do this.

Farmers Market

About 15% of projected income
Who:  The good people of Palmerston, Ontario and its surrounding area.  The summer tourists and weekend visitors who vacation in the area (for example, there are cottages around the Conestoga Lake as well as a number of camping grounds nearby.)

What:  I will be selling my small vegetables at the Palmerston Farmers Market, focusing on more traditional vegetables like beets, carrots, potatoes, radishes, and salad mix.  Some of these will be regular-sized, but I want to be true to my small vegetable business and ensure that I am selling predominantly baby-sized vegetables.

How:  I will sell vegetables at a market stall most Saturdays from June until September.

Connecting:  This will be all direct to consumer marketing.  I am not expecting to move a huge amount of vegetables at this market.  Instead of sales, the main purpose of my attending this market is to connect with the community and get my name out there.
Challenges:  
1. I’m not sure how my small vegetables will be received in this community.  However, I think that if I am passionate about my vegetables and ease the community into the tiny vegetable idea by providing some more traditional vegetables, I should be successful.

2. Working every Saturday at the market is not an option for me – I want to ensure that my work-life balance is such that I am able to enjoy some Saturdays.  I am thinking about other possibilities to ensure that my vegetables are at this market every week, and I might consider hiring a friend to work the market stall every once in a while.  I will also prioritize markets, ensuring a strong presence at long weekend markets and during special town events.

3. Farmers market sales can be somewhat unpredictable, especially at a market I have never sold at before.  I will seek advice from other vendors, the market organizers, and do my best to predict what an appropriate harvest will be.

Growth potential:  This is a small farmers market and I’m not sure that there is a lot of growth potential here.  I have projected very limited growth over the next few years.  I am not sure how long I will sell at a farmers market or if I need to consider going to a larger, more urban market to connect with customers who will be interested in my vegetables.  I will reassess over the course of the season.

On-Farm Store at Mapleton’s Organic Dairy

About 35% of projected income
Who:  Visitors to Mapleton’s Organic Dairy.

What:  I will have a consistent supply of vegetables in the Mapleton’s on-farm store.  Like the farmers market, I will be focusing on more traditional vegetables here while also staying true to the Smallholdings vision (growing everyday favourites, but in a smaller size as much as I can with this customer group.)

How:  I will sell my vegetables through the store on consignment this season, with a portion of sales going back to Mapleton’s.  Mapleton’s employees will handle all of the sales, except in the case of some special events when I might choose to set-up a market-style stall to sell vegetables.

Connecting:  This will be some direct to consumer marketing but I will also have to ensure that my presence is felt at the store even when I am not there selling myself.  I will ensure that Mapleton’s employees know about my vegetables and also ensure good labeling and signage for my product (supplied by me.)  I am also hoping to collaborate on marketing materials with Mapleton’s – newspaper ads, signs, etc.  The farmers market will be a great opportunity to talk about where my vegetables are available when I’m not at the market.
Challenges:  
1. Like the farmers market, I am not sure how my small vegetables will be received in this community.  However, I think that if I am passionate about my vegetables and ease the community into the tiny vegetable idea by providing some more traditional vegetables, I should be successful.

2. Selling on consignment is always challenging.  Trying to figure out how much to stock in the store to avoid waste but have enough so as not to sell out will be challenging.  This knowledge will come with experience and some trial and error.  I can also find out what has been successful in the past and make sure to stock the store well on busy weekends/event days.

Growth potential:  I am not sure what the growth potential is here.  The potential will be tied to the future of Mapleton’s.  I will be sure to stay connected to Mapleton’s and stay up-to-date on what they are planning in terms of marketing, increasing traffic in the store, and so on.  I will be able to better assess the growth potential at the end of this season, but for now am thinking that there is some but not tons of potential increased sales.

Other Market Exploration/Trial

About 10% of projected income

CSA/buying club contributions, friends, family, retails stores, and community organizations make up the ‘other’ market exploration and trial for the 2012 season.  These customers will be both local and based in the Toronto-area.  This ‘other’ category of projected income will involve trying out other ways to sell my vegetables and setting myself up for future markets.

All of these sales will be of small vegetables, staying true to the Smallholdings vision.

CSA/Buying club contributions

What:  I am hoping to make a couple of contributions to a CSA/buying club either in Toronto or the local community.  This contribution will likely be winter squash, radishes, or other vegetables I am producing in larger quantities.  The collaborative CSA model is one that interests me as a more long-term market.

How:  The potential CSA contributions are still to-be-determined in their delivery/distribution – it is dependent on where they are based.  This is an area that requires more research. 

Connecting:  For the potential CSA contributions, I will need to get a better handle on who these customers are and what it would look like to contribute my vegetables – would I be able to put the Smallholdings name on them or would they be sold under one umbrella?  More information is needed here.

Challenges:  The quantities required to be able to supply a larger-scale CSA might be beyond my reach this year, but I’m hoping to get involved with at least one or two contributions.  This will be important to consider in planning for future years.  I am also unsure as to the willingness of these customers to pay the price of my small vegetables.  More research and experience in this area will help here.
Growth potential:  I think that collaborative CSAs are becoming more popular.   More market research and experience will tell me what the realistic growth potential is here.
Friends/Family

What:  I will be selling vegetables directly to friends and family locally and in the Toronto-area.  I am committed to ensuring that I am providing for my friends and family.  

Connecting:  Connecting with friends and family will be completely direct to consumer marketing – I’m hoping to send a list of what is available and then sell it out of the back of my car on my trips into the city.  

Challenges:  I don’t know if it’s totally practical to sell my vegetables to family and friends in the Toronto-area, but I want to make sure that the people who have been supporting me have access to beautiful food.  This will be something to be reassessed as the season progresses.

Growth potential:  I am considering doing a very small maximum 25-person CSA for friends and family in the city.  I am increasingly aware that my vegetables are not accessible to people that support me from the city, so I am working on ways to combat this.  I am considering options like purchasing credit at the start of the season and then placing orders at given times throughout the season.  This will be an area to explore and try out this season.  There is not the potential for a huge amount of business, but it is important business: customers who are supportive and understanding.

Retail

What:  I am hoping to have some sales through other retail stores, though this is based on my labour capacity and vegetable availability.  Stores like the Fountainhead in Fergus, the Harvest Table in Parker, and the Creemore 100 Mile Store are potential customers.  I am keen to explore this market, as it could provide potential sales for the future.

How:  The Creemore 100 Mile Store picks-up at Mapleton’s every once in a while, so I’m hoping to throw some vegetables on the back of their truck when they are interested.  Any sales through other retail outlets will likely have to be delivered by me, so I will determine how worthwhile this is once I give it a try.

Connecting:  I need to approach retail stores in the area in order to broach the subject of selling my vegetables.  When in the stores, I need to ensure good branding and communication with staff in order to make sure that customers understand where the vegetables are from.

Challenges:  Because of the continuous demand for high-quality vegetables, selling through retail stores requires the same sort of continuous availability and reliable quality that is required for restaurants.  I am not sure if I will be able to keep up with potential demand this year, but could be a great future market.
Growth potential:  I think there could be a lot of growth potential in retail sales – in general, the customers at specialty food stores would be very interested in my vegetables because of their specialty nature and more willing to pay a premium for them.  The question becomes whether this is the road I want to go down.  I will try this on a very small-scale this season and reassess.
Community Food Centres/Organizations
What:  I would like to be involved with local community food groups and organizations.  Through a combination of donations and sales, this is an area that is very important to me in order to become involved with the community and also ensure that beautiful vegetables are more widely accessible.

How:  This information is still to be determined.  As I get started, I’m hoping to dig into this a bit more.

Connecting:  See above.

Challenges:  The ability of these organizations to afford my vegetables and my ability to afford to donate will be limiting factors.  However, I do not think they are insurmountable – through creative solutions based on a premise similar to that of Grow for the Stop
, I think these challenges can be overcome.
Growth potential:  The growth potential in this market is necessary – I want to ensure that my vegetables are accessible to as many people as possible.  I am hoping that organizations like the Stop Community Food Centre in Toronto and the (newly-opened) Local Community Food Centre in Stratford are established and that new and innovative ways to make good food accessible come with them.

Promotion Strategy

I covered some of my promotion strategy in the previous section.  Briefly, below are some of the stretgied I am currently exploring.  All of these strategies focus on building relationships, which is especially important in creating customer loyalty and buzz about what I am doing.  I have a unique point of view that I think people will be really interested in; it is just a matter of telling them about it.

Networking/Word-of-mouth:  This is the most important promotion strategy for the kind of business I am getting into.  I need to continue to improve my ability to talk about my farm, what I do, and what makes me special.  I will be attending events (both those specifically targeted at networking and others) and finding any reason to see my customers, meet potential customers and exchange information with them.
Website/Social Media:  I have launched my website already and I am establishing a presence on social media, including Facebook, Twitter, and am considering starting a blog.  Because my customers are not all within a few minutes from my farm, it is critical that I find ways to stay connected and make them feel involved in the day-to-day activities at Smallholdings.
Newspaper/other local media:  I am considering put a couple of ads in the local newspaper (The Wellington Advertiser, for example) announcing the availability of my vegetables at Mapleton’s.  I hope to collaborate with them on these marketing initiatives.
Farmers market:  As I have mentioned, I do not view the farmers market as a way to move huge amounts of vegetables.  While I do intend to sell vegetables, and hopefully a significant number of them, it is more about being a part of the community, meeting people, and promoting my farm to the local community.
Organization/conference participation:  Staying involved in food and farming groups and organizations will keep me abreast of news in the industry, help me to connect with likeminded people, and could even help me to promote my own farm.  For example, I intend to join Slow Food Toronto, the Canada Organic Growers, and become involved with the Ontario Culinary Tourism Alliance.   Attending events put on by these groups is important to ensuring Smallholdings is a part of this community.
Farm visits:  I will be inviting customers (focusing this and next year on chefs) to the farm to see how I grow my vegetables.  I learned at the New Farm that inviting people out to “work” for a day on the farm really helps them to understand the cost of food, creates lasting friendships and bonds, and puts your farm into the spotlight. 
Pricing Strategy

This is an area that is unsure for me right now.  I have set an idea of what my prices will look like (see appendix A) but this is an area that requires more market research and feedback.  Some factors that I am considering right now include:

Market value:  What is the perceived value for this crop in the market?  Because there is not a lot to compare my vegetables to in the market right now, it’s hard to know what people will pay.  I am going based on instinct and experience.

Consistency:  I do not want my prices to change drastically between markets – for example, the price sold wholesale to chefs should not be that different from the price of the same items at the Mapleton’s store.  While I will account for differences in how vegetables are packaged (wholesale versus others) I want the price to reflect the true cost of food to all markets. 

Cost of production:  This is not obvious to me at this point.  I think the cost of production will become clear as I go through this season.  I will value my labour more as I get started – it seems easier right now to under price my vegetables, because I have not gone through the whole process.
Packaging
Wholesale:  Food-grade bins.  As little packaging as possible (i.e. no bunches, except for spinach that will be bunched for ease of harvest and handling.)  All bins labeled with Smallholdings information.  Items sold by weight or each.  Trying to sell in only 2.5lb or 5lb quantities.

Market/Retail:  Items in bunches, quarts, or bags as appropriate.  Some things to be weighed on site and sold by weight.  Other items sold per bunch or each.  Price on signs.  Smallholdings logo and name at stand.

More information on packaging will come throughout season, as techniques, methods, and designs develop.
� Grow for the Stop is a program started by Brent and Gillian at the New Farm whereby the farm raises money through events and through a percentage of sales at retails outlets in Toronto to purchase vegetables from their farm for the Stop Community Food Centre in Toronto.  This arrangement not only increases access to organic vegetables, but also provides support to a small-scale, organic farm.
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