
Great Lakes Fruit, Vegetable & Farm Market EXPO 
December 4-6, 2007 

DeVo Place Convention Center, Grand Rapids, MI 
 
 

Farm Marketing III 
Wednesday morning 9:00 am 
Where: Ballroom C 
CCA Credits: PM(1.5) CM(0.5) 
Moderator: Maurice Kaercher, Extension Director, St Joseph Co. MSU Extension 
 

9:00 
a.m. 

KEYNOTE PRESENTATION: The Art of Giving Great Customer Service -- How to 
Treat Your Customers Like Royalty  

• Jenny Tubbs, Service Director, Zingermans Training, Ann Arbor, MI 

10:00 
a.m. 

Establishing Ag Tourism Trails  

• Julie Cowie, South Haven, MI 

10:30 
a.m. 

Corn Maizes: Eight Years of Evolution  

• Andy Barbott, Barbott Farms and Greenhouse, Stevensville, MI 
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misSIon staTemEnt
We share the Zingerman's Experience
Selling food that makes you happy
Giving service that makes you smile
In passionate pursuit of our mission
Showing love and care in all our actions
To enrich as many lives as we possibly can.
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•  Teach It

•  Define It

•  Live It

•  Measure It

•  Reward It

building a CULTURE 
OF GreaT SERVICE
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Establishing Agri-Tourism Trails:  One Story, In Progress 
 

Julie M. Cowie, Casco Township Clerk (Allegan County) and 
Project Manager, Lakeshore Harvest Country LLC 

269-639-1970 / Clerk@CascoTownship.org 
Casco Township, 7104 107th Avenue, South Haven, MI  49090 

 
Lakeshore Harvest Country is the brand name given to a new Agri-Tourism trail in development in 
southwestern Allegan County, Michigan.  (Allegan County is directly southwest of Kent County, where 
Grand Rapids is located).   Farmers in two Townships pitched an idea for a grant, and got funded—
$50,000 from the Julian Stille Fund for Agricultural Innovation.  Our agriculturally innovative idea is to 
form a “trail,” complete with shared activities and a collaborative brochure with a map, and lure the Lake 
Michigan Shoreline tourists into the interior of our Townships (and Allegan County).   
 
Ours is a matter of geography.  Our two Townships, Casco to the south and Ganges Township to the 
north, border Lake Michigan.  I-196/US 31 makes a north/south splice through the western edge of our 
Townships, with Blue Star Highway (A-2) offering a more scenic north/south route.  Folks drive these 
highways going from South Haven to Saugatuck, but we want them to meander to our fields, stop and 
shop our farm markets, pick our berries, drink our cider and wine, choose from our pumpkin patch, ride 
our horses, and pet our bunny rabbits.  We want to bring the thousands of tourists, second home owners, 
and resident locavores to the back roads and our farms, so they can buy directly from us and we can 
increase our profit margins.  The trail—called Lakeshore Harvest County-- is our way of organizing 
ourselves to accomplish this. 
 
We had a brief meeting in June of 2005 to discuss the grant possibility and hone our idea.  We decided 
uniform signage was a big priority to announce our presence and help tourists (and many others, 
including full time residents, who have never ventured eastward of the highway) find us. 
 
After getting the happy news that our idea had been funded, we convened meetings to discuss what we 
most wanted to do.  The meetings were open to any farmer, hobby farmer, wanna-be farmer, we didn’t 
exclude anyone.  Often, just curious folks showed up.  We advertised our meetings in the newspaper and 
met at the Township Hall.   
 
We talked about rules, trying to define who a farmer is.  Eventually we gave up on that, and only after 
many months have we settled on two basic rules:  participants in Lakeshore Harvest Country need to farm 
land in Ganges or Casco Townships, and sell direct to consumers.  We are forming a membership LLC, 
and farmers will have to pay to join and use the Lakeshore Harvest Country marketing name.  We have 
two levels of fees; one for the farmer grossing $10,000 or less in annual sales, and one category for those 
over the $10,000 threshold.   
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It took awhile for farmers to catch on to the idea.  We also have an additional dimension—quilts on barns.  
Our trail will double as a “Quilt Trail,” an idea done very successfully in other Midwestern States.  We 
happen to have a very motivated quilt shop owner (in South Haven) who came to our meetings, exposed 
us to the idea, and nudged us to be open to the possibility of mounting large single quilt squares (painted 
wood panels) on the sides of our barns to visually identify the trail.  When she told us the average quilt 
tour bus has $50,000 of disposable income, we realized we could accommodate this idea among our jams, 
jellies, fruits and vegetables.  Having a quilt square mounted on the barn is optional for any participating 
farmer. 
 
We are just at the stage of signing up farmers.  We have had ten or so who have been very involved, 
serving on start-up committees and faithfully attending meetings.  Others have never come, but we know 
who they are, and if they need to see the trail in operation for a year before they join up, that’s fine. 
 
To get off the dime, we scheduled our first public event after meeting for less than a year.  This gave us a 
necessary deadline for deciding on our name and logo:   Lakeshore Harvest Country.  We needed to go 
through the motions of acting in unison and welcoming the public to our farm sites.  So, we organized a 
road rally.  We happened to have a couple of residents who were experts at this, and they prepared the 
clues while we got our farms ready for who knew how many cars driving in on a sunny October 
afternoon.  About a dozen farm sites were on the route, which took about two hours to drive. 
 
Ticket sales were a little slow, but our publicity was great; the downtown South Haven merchants 
might’ve been the slightest bit leery of promoting our event, because it meant the downtown shoppers 
would be out in the country for a few hours, but it was a grand success.  We had people come from Ohio, 
Indiana, and Illinois just to participate.  We had 20 cars and fifty people, and the last stop featured 
refreshments at a brand new winery 4 miles off the main drag.  Farmers donated giveaways, so we had 
nearly twenty door prizes, and everyone went home happy, marveling at the diversity of goods available 
at our farms (which many purchased), AND asking to do it again next year.  That was the best part.  We 
should’ve collected email addresses, but that was the only thing we forgot to do. 
 
All of this came about in part because Casco Township reaffirmed its commitment to keeping land in Ag 
when it updated the master plan in 2004.  The great majority of our land is in Ag, and many of our 
folks—including Township board and committee members—farm at least a little bit.  We built on this 
local love for farming, and invited the adjacent Ganges Township to join in the grant application because 
to leave them out seemed odd.  They are bordered by a major east/west road, and have some larger 
attractions (Fenn Valley Winery, Crane’s Pie Pantry and U-Pick, EverGreen Lane Farm (organic) and 
Earl’s Berry Farm).  Though we didn’t particularly have a history of collaborating on anything, we 
needed them.  And we’ll probably expand beyond our two-township border once our grant runs out, since 
not to do so seems arbitrary and parochial.  We are striving to establish ourselves as a destination, and we 
need to offer folks a lot to do (think:  tour buses with $50,000 of disposable income). 
 
We don’t have much structure or organization.  I manage the project and get paid a small stipend from the 
grant funds ($2000/year).  We hired a marketing firm to create our logo, our materials, and help us get the 
word out to media.  We’ve had two press conferences, so this relationship has been essential.  We picked 
The Allegan Group as our marketing firm because they have local knowledge and will help us be 
accepted and supported by our neighbors, and promoted by area Chambers of Commerce.  We’ve hired an 
attorney to set up the LLC for us.  There are four farmers that make up a “supervisory committee,” and 
they review expenditures and set a general sense of direction.  We have three other committees made up 
of farmer-volunteers:  marketing, education, and rules.  The committees only meet when they need to 
accomplish a task.  We held meetings about every three weeks in the Winter, and didn’t meet at all in the 
Summer (I farm, too).   
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Most of our budget will go to signage, but our fee structure ($300 annually for farmers under $10,000 and 
$800 annually for farmers over $10,000 in annual sales) is intended to make us self-supporting.  The all-
important sign to put in the farm’s front yard will be available for an additional $500 or so, and we hope it 
will last at least five years.  We hope to purchase signs along State and County roads, but we’re still 
working on that.  There is no State-authorized category for “attractions,” so we are pioneering new 
territory.  We’re also exploring billboards. 
 
We think a web-based marketing strategy is the way to go.  We’ll join strategic Chambers of Commerce 
and make sure people using www.Michigan.org will be able to find us.  Our website, 
www.LakeshoreHarvestCountry.com looks pretty gorgeous and professional. 
 
Benefits to the farmer include being located on a map on a tastefully produced brochure that will be 
widely distributed; having a “Lakeshore Harvest Country” sticker to put on all produce grown in the two-
township area; uniform signage; and a presence on the web that will be well-linked to tourist activity. 
 
We’ll see what the future brings.  We’ve dreamed about having our Lakeshore Harvest Country brand 
mark locally produced goods—jams, salsas, bushels of fruit—and make those products available in 
markets that appreciate this part of Michigan, with its beautiful Lake Michigan Shoreline and open 
spaces. 
 
What we do know now is that we have an amazing diversity of goods and Ag-experiences to offer in a 
two-Township area (which will surely expand in 2009).  We’re collaborating to sell our produce because 
it benefits all of us—as well as the economy of Michigan--when farmers can viably farm and sell at retail 
prices in our Townships. 
 
Julie M. Cowie, Clerk 
Casco Township, Allegan County 
269-639-1970 / Clerk@CascoTownship.org 
Project Manager, www.LakeshoreHarvestCountry.com 
 
 
 
 
 
 


