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Farmers' Markets
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Where: Grand Gallery (lower level) Room D
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Moderator: Susan Smalley, Sustainable Food & Farming Specialist, MSU Extension

9:00 a.m. The Future of Michigan Farmers’ Markets: View the Future Through the Eyes of Several

Dru Montri, Michigan Farmers' Market Association, MIFFS, E. Lansing, MI

Zach Koan, Grand Blanc Farmers' Market, Grand Blanc, MI

Anna Timmerman, Sweetwater Farmers' Market Vendor, E. Lansing, MI

Rebeca Titus, Titus Farms, Leslie, MI

10:00 a.m. National Farmers’ Market Survey - Michigan Findings: Learn How Michigan Farmers’

Carla Barbieri, CARRS, MSU

10:30 a.m. Follow The Rules: Food Safety

Chuck Shelley, Food Supervisor, Michigan Department of Agriculture

10:45 a.m. Why Local Governments Support Farmers’ Markets: Learn How Some Units of Local

Eckhart Dersch, Meridian Township Park Commission, Okemos, MI

Tom Hoover, Royal Oak City Manager, Royal Oak, MI

11:30 a.m. Involving Students to Grow Your Market: Hear the Experience of Grand Rapids’ Fulton

Jayson Otto, Fulton Street Farmers' Market, Grand Rapids, MI

Anne Misener, MSU Landscape Architecture alumna



 
 
 
 

National Farmers’ Market Survey: 
What Did Michigan Markets Tell Us? 

 
Dr. Carla Barbieri and Dr. Ed Mahoney 

Department of Community, Agriculture, Recreation and Resource Studies 
Michigan State University 

(barbier3@msu.edu) (mahoneye@msu.edu) 
 
The number of farmers markets in the U.S. has increased in many states during the last several years.  
According to the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA), their number rose from 1,755 to 3,706 
between 1994 and 2004 (USDA: AMS, 2006a).   This growth has been triggered by a greater customers’ 
concerns and demand for fresh, locally-produced foods (Otto, D. and Varner, T., 2005).   Farmers markets 
benefit small farmers, local consumers as well as local communities (USDA: AMS, 2006b).   Small 
farmers benefit because they can directly sell their products to local final customers, retaining a greater 
share of consumer expenditures that are diluted in longer sales channels.  Local customers benefit since 
they gain access to local fresh products.  Communities also benefit by enhancing local commerce,  food 
access in urban settings where healthy foods are often scarce, and providing a venue for promoting 
nutrition education and better eating habits.   In some instances they encourage visits to downtowns and 
contribute favorably to the experiences of people visiting the communities where they are located.  
 
 
Research Methods: 

The significant growth of farmers markets in the U.S. over the past several years and the multiple benefits 
they provide to farmers, consumers and communities seemed to demand greater exploration.  To 
accomplish this, the Marketing Services Branch of USDA's Agricultural Marketing Service, in 
partnership with the Recreational Industries Research Center at Michigan State University, conducted a 
national web-based survey of Farmers Markers in the U.S. to develop a current profile of this industry.  
The survey included questions regarding the operational characteristics of the farmers market (e.g., 
seasonality); their vendors/producers (e.g., number of vendors); types of products and labeled products 
sold (e.g., organic, locally grown); promotional and administrative practices (e.g., marketing budget, fees 
charged); managerial challenges, as well as other characteristics (e.g., participation in WIC program). 
 
USDA provided the contact information (email and/or mail addresses) for 3,743 farmers markets 
nationwide, including 143 located in Michigan.  Almost one thousand (965) of the farmers markets 
provided by USDA were operations with shared management (i.e., at least two markets with the same 
manager/contact information).   In some instances, one contact person was identified for as many as 32 
markets.   
 
The survey was launched on May 2, 2006.  An invitation letter was emailed to those farmers markets with 
known electronic addresses (2,245) and mailed to the others (1,498).   Approximately 5% of the addresses 
(170 farmers markets) were incorrect reducing the valid sample to 3,573 farmers markets.  On May 26, a 
reminder letter including a printed version of the survey was mailed to non respondents.  One mail 
postcard and three reminder e-mails were sent to non-respondents.  The survey was closed on June 30, 
2006 after having been open for 58 days.  This is the standard length of time utilized for web-based 
surveys (Ilieva, et al., 2002).   



 
The survey produced 1,372 completed responses.  
The majority of respondents (1,270) were from 
markets with individual management and only 102 
responses were obtained from markets with shared 
management. The low rate of responses may be 
due to the fact that communications (e.g., 
invitation letter, reminders) concerning the survey 
were not forwarded to appropriate individuals by 
the primary representatives for the markets.   
Participating markets represented almost a forty 
percent (38.4%) response rate.  Responding 
markets were located throughout the U.S., including two territories (figure 1).  The majority of 
respondents (35.9%) were located in the North Central Region, followed by the Far West (13.8%) and the 
Northeast (13.7%).  It is estimated that over half (53.2%) of the farmers markets located in Michigan 
completed and returned a survey.  
 
 
Results: 

Over a third of the participating farmers markets (34.3%) have been in business less than 6.  Interestingly, 
markets in Michigan have been in operation longer on average than the other markets represented in the 
survey.  On average, American farmers markets have been in operation 3.7 years (median=3.0) while 
Michigan markets reported an average of 20 years (median=10).   Moreover, 13.7% of Michigan farmers 
have operated 50 years in contrast to less than 5% of all markets that completed a survey.    
 
Less than ten percent (9.2%) of the farmers markets located in Michigan operate year round, slightly less 
than for all responding markets (12.2%).  However, this was expected due to the seasonality of Michigan 
agricultural production and the relatively few markets that have year-round capacity.   The number of 
days that markets were open increased slightly in 2006 compared to the previous year.  On average, 
markets were opened 2.4 days more in 2006 compared to the previous year.  There was no similar 
increase for Michigan markets. 
 

Interestingly, less than half (45.5%) of the 
respondents reported total annual sales for 2005.  
This percentage was even smaller in Michigan 
(17.1%) suggesting that managers are either not 
aware of the combined sales of their vendors, or 
they are reluctant to report such information.   
Market sales averaged $245,674 during 2005 and 
half of all markets reported sales of $40,000 or 
less.   In comparison, the Michigan markets that 
responded to the survey had average sales of 
$320,977 in 2005 and half reported sales of 
$27,000 or less.   Figure 2 shows the sales 

distribution in 2005.  As expected, farmers markets sell the majority of their products directly to end-
users.  On average, they reported that over ninety percent (96.9%) of their sales in 2006 were conducted 
directly with consumers.  
 
It has been reported that in some situations around the country, farmer markets report not being able to 
attract enough vendors and sufficient product to meet demand, while others indicate problems attracting 
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enough customers.  Bringing about a balance between vendors and customers is important in the 
successful operation of farmers markets (Brown, 2002).   The survey reveals that for about half (47.9%) 
of the Michigan markets the supply of product they have available generally equals the demand for 
product.  About 19% of the Michigan markets experience consumer demand that is greater than the 
supply of products. In other words, they could benefit by attracting additional vendors and more product.   
For about a third of Michigan markets there is a need to attract a larger customer base -- grow their 
markets.  
 
 
The 73 Michigan markets that responded to the survey 
host a total of 2,359 vendors during 2005.  The majority 
(70.2%) of Michigan responding markets host between 
10 and 49 vendors/producers annually (Figure 3).   On 
average, 32 vendors sell their products at Michigan 
markets but not necessarily all at the same time.  Over 
80% of the vendors/producers are white.  Only 10% are 
Hispanic farmers.   
 
 
Over a third of markets across the U.S. (38.9%) and in Michigan (33.3%) reported that all their vendors 
sell only what they grow or produce themselves.  On average, almost three quarters (71.6% of U.S. 
markets and 73.2% of markets in Michigan) of the markets vendors exclusively sell what they 

grow/produce.  The most 
frequently sold products at 
farm markets across the U.S. 
are fresh produce (99.6%), 
herbs, flowers and plants 
(88.2%), honey, nuts and 
preserves (84.2%), baked 
goods (79.0%), and crafts 
(54.1%). Figure 4 reports the 
percentage of farmers markets 
selling different types of 
products.   
 

 
There is considerable and growing interest in organically-grown foods and this interest appears to be 
creating new markets and marketing opportunities for producers, (Dimitri and Green, 2002).   This survey 
provides some confirmation regarding these opportunities.  Almost half (46.9%) of the participating 
markets reported selling some organically-labeled items, and the percentage is even larger among 
Michigan markets (60.0%).  The most frequent organic products sold in these markets were fresh produce 
(92.4%), followed by herbs, flowers and plants (46.8%) and meats/poultry (30.5%).  Similarly, over two 
thirds of the respondents (69.0% in U.S. markets and 70.1% of markets in Michigan) reported selling 
“other than organic” labeled items.  In these markets, the most frequent labels used were “locally grown” 
(88.3%), followed by “chemical free” (47.7%) and “natural” (47.1%).   
 
About a third of the farmers markets operate in some type of permanent facilities (32.2% of U.S. markets 
and 35.7% of Michigan markets).  Of these, more than half own the facility.  Over a third (39.5%) of the 
responding markets across the U.S. has a paid manager in comparison to half of the Michigan markets 
that returned a survey.  The majority of paid managers (50.3% for all U.S. markets and 61.4% of 
Michigan markets) are part-time seasonal employees. The average operating budget for all farmers 
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Fig. 4 – Percentage of Markets by Types of Products Sold
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markets is $21,336; half have operating budgets of less than $2,000.  The average budget among 
Michigan markets is $17,285, but half reported budgets of $3,100 or less.  The average amount that U.S. 
farmers markets spent on advertising in 2005 was $3,915, while half the markets spent $500 or less on 
advertising.  Michigan markets typically spend less on advertising than the average farmers market in the 
U.S., with annual spending on advertising averaging $2,169.  On average, 80% of the revenues generated 
by markets across the U.S. and in Michigan come from vendor fees.  The majority of farmers markets 
charge their vendors a flat fee (76.9% of all U.S. markets and 96.6% of Michigan markets).  
 
 
Final Comments: 

The number of new farmers markets throughout the U.S. and in Michigan is increasing indicated by the 
relatively high proportion of new markets that have been in existence less than six years.  This study 
provides an indication that growers consider farmers markets a convenient and effective way to distribute 
their products, given that the majority of markets are attracting enough vendors to accommodate 
consumer demand.  The high percent of organic and other sustainably grown products sold at farmers 
markets also suggests that there are a growing number of consumers more concerned about the freshness 
of their food, its origin, and the agricultural practices used to produce this food.   
 
However, this study also identifies some issues that require both policy and program attention.  About a 
third of the farmers markets would benefit from being able to increase the number of customers.   
Moreover, almost 70% of the markets (69.2% in Michigan markets) indicated that too few customers is an 
important issue needing attention.   Similarly, the majority of the markets (61.8% in U.S. and 57.8% in 
Michigan) consider low sales to be a critical issue.  About a quarter of the markets reported that they 
would benefit from being able to attract more vendors in order to meet existing consumer demand, never 
mind potential future demand.   
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                                                            November 2, 2006     
 
To: Michigan Farmers Market Association 
 
From: Chuck Shelley, MDA Food Section Supervisor 
 
Dear Associates, 
 
Recognizing efforts being made in Michigan to enhance entrepreneurial farm product marketing 
and value added processing, the Food & Dairy Division of MDA has organized a Farmers 
Market Work Group to determine ways to improve consistency, guidance and communication 
with farmers market organizations. This work group is made up of MDA regional supervision 
and, senior and journey level food safety inspectors. 
 
By working directly with Michigan Food & Farming Systems (MIFFS), designating a liaison to 
the Michigan Farmers Market Association (MIFMA) and using results from this work group, the 
MDA hopes to achieve the following: 
 
Purpose: 

• Identify key strategies and activities that will reinforce our knowledge regarding activities 
at and expansion of farmers markets in Michigan. 

• Promote uniformity of inspection and enforcement at farmers markets while providing 
guidance and compliance assistance to developing markets. 

 
Objectives: 
By April 1, 2007: 

• Work with the Michigan Farmers Market Association to determine if there is a need to 
define “farmers market” vs. “farm market”. Determine internally if these definitions should 
be referred to the Food Law Work Group. 

• Clarify/develop policy and procedures with regard to inspection, licensing, compliance 
assistance and enforcement at Michigan farmers markets. 

• Determine ways to obtain input from impacted parties such as MDA staff and external 
stakeholders. 

• Determine a mechanism to keep MDA staff and stakeholders updated as to progress of 
the work group including sharing drafts as appropriate. 

 
The MDA vision is to have Fact Sheets, Inspection Guides, food safety and licensing 
information easily accessible for market managers, vendors and consumers. These documents 
will serve as educational tools while promoting uniformity of MDA policy and procedure. To that 
end, MDA management has approved the development of a dedicated link on the MDA web site 
for this information and guidance to be posted. 
 
        



 
 
 
 
 

Why Local Governments See Farmers Markets as a 
Cornucopia 

 
Eckhart Dersch 

Chair, Meridian Township Park Commission 
2203 Butternut Drive, Okemos, MI 48864 

517 349-6466 -- dersch@msu.edu 
 

Introduction 
The Meridian Township Farmers Market grew out of an experiment that began in 1973, when a Grass 
Roots Parks and Recreation Study Committee was formed by the Board of Trustees to “…determine 
where parks may be in the future in the Township.”  A subsequent public opinion poll determined that a 
farmers market was seen as the number one recreational facility need in the community.  To test this idea 
further, a Farmers Market Committee was formed in 1974.  They held four open-air markets, charging 
vendors just $1.00 each to participate.  All signs continued to be positive, so in 1978 the Meridian 
Township Park Commission secured a grant to help construct a multi-purpose picnic and farmers market 
pavilion.  The popularity of the farmers market continued to grow well beyond expectations.  Much of 
this growth can be attributed to the Township’s good fortune of having been able to hire an extremely 
capable and knowledgeable market master.  Today, approximately 45 vendors from a pool of about 70 
vendors participate on any given market date.  Revenue now generated from sales of produce and baked 
goods has reached about one half million dollars in a single market season. 
 
Panel Discussion Talking Points 
 

1. The early years of uncertainty and testing 
 

2. Anticipated benefits to the community 
 

3. Organizational structure  
 

4. Deciding on the appropriate site and physical structure 
 

5. Unanticipated problems 
 

6. Organizational refinements 
 

7. Unanticipated benefits 
 

8. Why Meridian Township government supports the farmers’ market 



 
 
 
 
 
 

Why Local Governments Support Farmers' Markets 
 

Thomas R. Hoover, City Manager, City of Royal Oak 
211 Williams Street, P.O. Box 64 

Royal Oak, MI 48068-0064 
248-246-3002 -- tomh@ci.royal-oak.mi.us 

 
Thomas R. Hoover is City Manager in the City of Royal Oak, Michigan. He was previously City Manager 
in Worcester, Massachusetts and Toledo, Ohio. 
  
Royal Oak has a wonderful Farmers' Market on the edge of its downtown area. The Market is located in 
the Civic Center at the corner of 11 Mile Road and Troy Street, across from the City Library and adjacent 
to the 44th District Court. The Royal Oak Farmers Market opened as a truck market on October 14, 1925. 
It was a cooperative venture between the City of Royal Oak and Oakland County, Michigan. The present 
structure was erected in the spring of 1927 and dedicated July 1 of that year. It has been a popular 
institution for more than 80 years.   
 
Since 1997 the Farmers Market has been solely owned and operated by the City of Royal Oak. The Royal 
Oak Farmers Market provides one of the premiere farm market venues in southeast Michigan. 
 
Farm producers sell from an enclosed building, with ample parking, on Tuesday and Friday during the 
farm season (May through Christmas) and Saturday all year around.  During growing season farmers are 
only allowed to sell what they grow. A Flea Market of regional fame is open every Sunday and will 
celebrate its 35th anniversary in August, 2007.  Over one-hundred 
vendors sell on a rotating basis, attracting repeat visits from antiques and collectibles-seekers from all 
over the state. 
 
The Farmers' Market is run by a market master and the Royal Oak Farmers Market Committee, a body 
established to advise the City Commission and assist the market master in setting policy and adjudicating 
disputes. 
 
The Farmers Market was renovated during the winter of 2005-2006, in part funded by a generous grant 
from the Royal Oak Downtown Development Authority. 
                                                                   
Summary of Remarks 
 

• Royal Oak & Demographics 
• Royal Oak Farmers' Market 
• Operational Procedures 
• Renovation 
• Benefits to the Downtown and the Community 




