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OBJECTIVES

Demand for locally grown produce continues to
climb. Across Massachusetts, larger buyers, like
individual consumers, are choosing to use their
food dollars to support local farms and to obtain
locally grown products. Institutions, retailers,
restaurants, and others call CISA and other “buy
local” organizations searching for locally grown
products. As demand for locally grown produce
grows and becomes more mainstream, there is an
increasing need to support local farms,
entrepreneurs, and partner organizations to enable
them to more accurately assess the economic
opportunities and challenges involved in scaling up
to meet this demand. Effective support requires
detailed, current, on-the-ground knowledge of
patterns of production, distribution, and demand
in large-scale wholesale produce markets.

The main objective of this study was to gain such a
detailed understanding of production, distribution,
and demand patterns for local produce sold to
larger buyers in the Pioneer Valley, and to identify
pressure points where improvement was needed.
CISA intends to use this enhanced knowledge base
to serve local wholesale farms better, to more
accurately identify the challenges and opportunities
in large-scale wholesale produce markets, to
channel our resources better so as to support
efforts that will provide the most benefit, and to
help peer and partner organizations and
entrepreneurs use their resources most effectively to
serve wholesale farms. This project represents the
first step in a comprehensive

effort to strengthen and enhance =

the production, distribution, :
and sale of locally grown
produce for larger buyers.

METHODS

During the period from September 2015 through
October 2016, CISA staff conducted 26 in-depth
interviews with farmers, buyers, and partners
engaged in large-scale wholesale produce markets.
In addition, three other large-scale wholesale
produce buyers were invited to present at a farmer-
buyer networking session held in December 2015.
Each of these buyers provided an overview of their
business’s work with local farms, shared their
experiences of challenges and opportunities in local
produce markets, and discussed how farms could
develop sales relationships with them. In April
2016, two focus groups were held to obtain further
input from small groups of wholesale buyers and
farmers, with three additional buyers and four
additional farms providing in-depth input about
their experiences in large-scale wholesale markets at
each of these focus groups.

In all, 42 farmers, buyers, and partners from 35
businesses and organizations provided input for
this study through interviews, panels, and focus
groups. This included 16 farmers from 12 farms, 22
buyers from 17 businesses, and four partners with
expertise in large-scale wholesale produce markets.
Participating buyers included ten distributors, five
schools, three retailers, and one restaurant. In
addition to these in-depth interactions, we held a
discussion with 33 wholesale growers and buyers
early in the process and surveyed CISA’s Local Hero
farm business members about desired
improvements for wholesale production and sales
in the winters of 2015 and 2016.
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FINDINGS

Who are the players in large-scale wholesale
markets?

We often speak of “large-scale wholesale
markets” as a single category in this report,
though it is important to keep in mind that these
markets contain a wide variety of unique players.
There are many different types of buyers and
suppliers in large-scale wholesale markets,
operating at a wide range of scales. Buyer types
include school district cafeterias; large
restaurants; dining services at colleges, retirement
communities, hospitals, and workplaces; large
grocery stores, big box stores; chain distribution
centers; processors; and others. These buyers in
turn are supplied by farms of many different
scales, in addition to a wide range of businesses
that serve as produce distributors, aggregators,
processors, shippers, and logistics coordinators
to meet each buyers’ unique needs (see the case
study at right for one example).

Matching players by scale

Order size is the one of the most important
variables in matching buyers with local farm
produce suppliers. Each individual buyer has
distinct needs in terms of produce volume, and
often farms are only prepared to serve buyers
ordering at a particular volume. Some of the
wholesale farms interviewed for this study
produce a large quantity of just a few crops and
target only the highest volume wholesale buyers
of these crops, selling to buyers like distributors
or retail chains. Other farms grow a more diverse
crop mix and serve just a few large-scale
wholesale buyers while primarily selling direct to
consumers or to lower volume buyers like
individual restaurants, stores, or schools.

Several factors influence buyers’ order size,
including customer base and demand, storage
capacity, and the purchase volume of local
produce relative to non-local produce. The size of
a buyer’s customer base has the biggest impact
on their produce needs, and typically as a buyers’

Case Study: Performance Foodservice

Farms sometimes sell and deliver their produce
directly to an institution, grocery store, or other
large-scale wholesale buyer. More often,
however, several different businesses are
involved in bringing locally grown produce to
the end_-user. One example to illustrate this is
the market chain that supplies local produce to
the distributor Performance Foodservice Group
(PFG) Springfield and its customers.

PFG Springfield distributes produce and other
foods to a wide range of foodservice providers in
the region including colleges, hospitals,
restaurants, and workplace cafeterias. In
response to growing demand from its customers
for locally grown produce, the distributor
initiated a new relationship in 2013 with
FairAcre Traders, a business which facilitates
sales between local farm supply networks and
large-scale wholesale buyers. FairAcre Traders
also assists their buyers with marketing locally
grown produce by providing ready-to-use
marketing materials to highlight local farms,
and by clearly identifying the origin of each case
of produce with a QR code that allows the
buyer to access farm information.

Red Tomato, a non-profit organization based in
Plainville, MA, serves as FairAcre Traders’
coordinating hub for the Northeast region. The
non-profit buys produce from about 50 farms
throughout the Northeast to supply the many
large grocery chain and foodservice buyers it
works with, including the customers of PFG
Springfield. About ten of the farms supplying
Red Tomato are located in the Pioneer Valley,
and these local farms deliver their produce to
farm aggregators like Plainville Farm in Hadley.
From there, trucking companies contracted by
Red Tomato pick up the produce and deliver it
to FairAcre Traders’ customers like PFG

Springfield.




customer base grows larger, their order volume
goes up and pricing goes down. However, even
similar types of buyers sometimes have different
produce needs that affect their order size and
cause them to work with different suppliers. For
example, Mount Holyoke College and Hampshire
College have similar numbers of students, so one
might expect produce needs to be similar at both
institutions. However, Mount Holyoke has a large
amount of cold storage capacity and a greater
number of students on campus meal plans, while
Hampshire College has less storage capacity and
more students who cook their own food. Thus,
Mount Holyoke’s greater demand and storage
capacity is likely to lead to larger produce needs
and order sizes. It is also important to note that
Hampshire College has set an ambitious goal to
serve 100% local food in its dining hall, so as the
college makes progress towards meeting this goal,
the size of the produce orders the college places
with local farms relative to other suppliers would
be expected to increase.

Approaches to local purchasing

Some buyers consistently prioritize local produce
over non-local produce, purchasing only local
farm products when possible. For example,
Randall’s Farm & Greenhouse, an independent
grocery store in Ludlow, orders only local apples
when available, placing orders for as many as 100
bushels of apples per week from a local orchard
during peak apple season. In other cases a buyer
will order at different volumes through different
supply channels - some of which are local and
some of which are not. For example, an individual
store in the Big Y grocery chain may buy directly
from one local farm, placing an order for ten
bushels of apples per week through that farm.
Another larger local farm might sell to Big Y’s
distribution center in Springfield, shipping an
order of ten pallets of apples, which are in turn
shipped by Big Y to its individual stores. The Big Y
distribution center might at the same time place
an even larger order for apples with a regional
packinghouse like J.P. Sullivan and Co. ora
produce supplier from outside the region,
ordering one or more full tractor trailer loads that
are also then shipped to individual stores. Most

grocery stores, institutions, and other buyers use
such a multi-tiered approach for purchasing
produce, ordering in different volumes from a
range of suppliers including farms as well as
regional or national distributors.

Types of distributors

Several different types of distributors play a role in
market chains for locally grown produce,
including broadline distributors, specialized
produce distributors that offer a steady year-
round supply of local and non-local produce, and
local-only distributors with offerings that fluctuate
seasonally based on the local products that are
available.

Broadline distributors and suppliers

Broadline distributors like Performance
Foodservice are so named because they distribute
a wide range of products including dry grocery,
perishable, and frozen goods as well as equipment
and supplies. Buyers are increasingly being served
by broadline cash and carry suppliers like
Restaurant Depot, which offer one-stop shopping
warehouses throughout the country for
restaurants and other foodservice buyers. Such
broadline distributors and other suppliers account
for the lion’s share of food distribution in the
country, and so while they are the most
challenging distributors for local farms to work
with, they are at the same time crucial to
expanding wholesale markets for local produce
and scaling up local food access. Broadline
suppliers typically operate nationwide or
internationally, and they are heavily dependent on
economies of scale to maintain profit margins.
For this reason, farms selling to broadliners must
achieve significant economies of scale to profit at
low prices.

The vast majority of produce that broadliners
distribute at present is not locally grown, and the
barriers to doing business with broadline suppliers
are far greater than the barriers to doing business
with local or specialty distributors. High levels of
liability insurance are required - often in the range
of $6 to $8 million or more - as well as stringent



food safety and traceability requirements.
Warehouse spaces, or “slots,” are typically
limited, since broadliners warehouse a large
volume of each produce item at any given time, so
there is not always room for a “duplicate” locally
grown version of any non-local produce item.
Consistency of supply, quality, and packaging are
crucial to sell to these distributors. For farms to
reliably meet broadline distributor needs with
local produce, farms must often work
cooperatively through a food hub that can achieve
a steady and high-volume supply while
maintaining a single point of contact for the
distributor.

Year-round produce distributors

Unlike broadline distributors, many specialized
distributors handle produce only, and they
typically strive to meet buyers’ needs for a
consistent year-round supply of produce. Such
year-round produce distributors operate at many
different scales ranging from international to
local. Produce distributors at all scales may buy
from local farms, especially smaller local
distributors. To take one example, the produce
distributor FreshPoint operates throughout the
United States and Canada, and their local branch
in Connecticut distributes mostly non-local
produce but also buys from a number of local
produce farms. For growers to sell to FreshPoint
they must have food safety certification and a
consistent supply of produce at a high enough
volume that they can earn a profit at low prices. In
contrast with national or international produce
distributors like FreshPoint, smaller produce
distributors like Squash, Inc. in Belchertown and
AC Produce in Springfield operate only in our
local region. Both Squash, Inc. and AC Produce
strongly prioritize buying from a wide range of
local farms and can provide more accessible and
flexible markets for local farms than larger
produce distributors like FreshPoint.

Local-only specialty distributors
There are several distributors in the region that are

committed to selling exclusively (or nearly
exclusively) local and/or regional produce. These

distributors have offerings that change seasonally
as the farm season progresses. Pioneer Valley
Growers Association (PVGA) in South Deerfield is
the largest such distributor in western
Massachusetts. PVGA is a grower-owned
cooperative distributor that ships produce to
grocery chains throughout New England. In 2015,
PVGA distributed produce for its twenty-five
members as well as for over forty other local and
regional farms.

Several smaller local-only specialty distributors
have also recently begun to serve farmers in
western Massachusetts. These local-only
distributors strongly brand their products as
locally grown, do not fill in with non-local
produce when local produce is unavailable, and
typically use source identification to highlight the
specific farm that grows each product. What
Cheer Fruit and Produce in Northampton and
Marty’s Local of Richmond, for example, both
work exclusively with local farms and specialty
producers to distribute source-identified produce
to buyers. These smaller distributors are often



able to be more flexible than larger distributors in
their requirements of growers, and thus can
accommodate smaller farms. They can also
frequently be more flexible in their requirements
of buyers, accommodating more special orders
with variable timing and content.

The local-only distributors we spoke with
described their relationships with other similar
distributors as more cooperative than
competitive. Several of the distributors already
work together with other distributors serving
adjacent and overlapping regions, thereby
increasing their distribution efficiency. There was
interest in expanding such cooperation with
regard to local product sourcing, distribution,
and storage.

Many of the smaller local-only distributors are
relatively new and thus have not yet demonstrated
long-term economic viability. However, the
distributors we interviewed for this study
confirmed the importance of these new
distributors in helping them to expand sales by
accessing new wholesale markets, and to shift
their focus from direct-to-consumer sales to
wholesale sales.

Cultivating relationships with large-scale
wholesale buyers

Marketing strategies

A common refrain among the farmers interviewed
for this study was the perception that
opportunities to enter new wholesale markets for
produce were difficult to come by, and that
growers should try to find ways to take advantage
of new market opportunities whenever they
presented themselves. All farmers interviewed
indicated that they had to compete with produce
growers from other regions for markets and prices
- for example, greens producers in California and
Canada, orchards in Washington, and mixed
vegetable farms in New Jersey, Georgia, and the
Carolinas.

Vegetable farmers interviewed for this study also
believed that they faced increasing competition

from other local vegetable farmers. The farming
landscape in the Pioneer Valley has changed
significantly in recent years as farms have had to
adapt their businesses to the changing economics
of farming, and some types of farms that were
once more prevalent in the valley have faced
increasing economic challenges. Some
interviewees felt that this has resulted in more
farms transitioning from dairy field crops and
tobacco to vegetable production in an effort to
maintain profitability. This analysis appears to be
supported by data from the USDA-NASS Census
of Agriculture, which shows that the harvested
acreage of vegetables in the Pioneer Valley has
almost doubled since 1992 (the first year this
figure was recorded), while during the same
period the total harvested acreage of all crops in
the Pioneer Valley has remained static or declined.

According to census data, about 5,000 acres of
harvested vegetables were added in the Pioneer
Valley from 1992 to 2012, with almost half of
that increase occurring during the most recent
census period between 2007 and 2012. This
additional acreage may have come in part from
dairy cropland, given that the number of dairy
cows being milked in the Pioneer Valley declined
by 51% from 1992-2012, and dairy farm acreage
in the state declined by 61% (acreage figures
specific to the Pioneer Valley are unavailable).
Harvested acres of tobacco in the Pioneer Valley
increased between 1992 and 2007, but then
decreased sharply by about 900 acres between
2007 and 2012, during which time some of this
acreage may also have been repurposed for
vegetable production. The amount of orchard
land in the Pioneer Valley also decreased
significantly from 1992 to 2012 - by about 1,650
acres or 63% - though it is less likely that this land
was planted with vegetables, given that orchard
land is often hilly and less well-suited for annual
crops.

While the increase in vegetable production
suggests that wholesale vegetable markets have
remained more profitable than markets for fruit,
dairy, or tobacco, it also likely has contributed to
the highly competitive nature of local wholesale
vegetable markets as supply has increased in



tandem with the rising demand for local over the
past two decades. Local farmers use a variety of
different strategies to establish relationships with
large buyers and meet financial goals in these
competitive wholesale markets, several of which

are highlighted below.

Serving as a key provider in certain produce
categories vs. selling surplus

In order to access and retain certain wholesale
markets, some growers reported needing to fill
one or more entire produce categories - like
lettuce, tomatoes, apples, or cooking greens -
consistently throughout the entire season. In the
event of a crop failure which interrupts this supply,
such growers buy produce in from other local
growers in order to ensure that the buyer has a
steady supply of local produce in that category.
This marketing strategy helps promote loyal
season-long relationships with buyers, though
growers report that it does not guarantee a good
price if market conditions change such that buyers
are able to find cheaper produce from non-local
sources.

In contrast, some growers use certain wholesale
markets primarily to move surplus produce. For
example, several local wholesale farms use the
Hatfield-based distributor C&S

Wholesale Grocers for this

purpose. Growers also move

surplus produce by selling

through distributors who serve

as “short-fill” suppliers (or by

acting as direct short-fill

suppliers themselves),

augmenting the standing orders

of retailers and other buyers

when needed. Such short-fill

suppliers are frequently needed

in the case of buyers who place

large orders for produce grown

on the West Coast, which must

be ordered several weeks in
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advance of shipment. In such cases, when produce
needs are higher than expected, buyers must place
supplemental orders with local distributors who
can ship produce with less advance notice.

Serving organic vs. conventional produce markets

Growers grow organic produce for a variety of
different reasons - economic, environmental, and
social considerations all factor into growers’
choices. Growers selling organic produce to
wholesale markets can get a significant price

M N



