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9:00 a.m. Herbs from a Farm Marketers Perspective  

• Martin Stosiek, Markristo Farms, Hillsdale, New York 

9:25 a.m. Herb Production and Marketing for Farm Markets  

• Jeanine Davis, Horticultural Science Dept., North Carolina State Univ. 

10:20 a.m. Farm Marketing at Markristo Farms  

• Martin Stosiek, Markristo Farms, Hillsdale, New York 

10:45 a.m. Michigan Farm Marketing & Agri-Tourism Association Rolls Out  

• Steve Tennes, Association President 
• Patrick O'Connor, Project Manager, Ag. Economics Dept., MSU 



 
 
 
 

Herb Production and Marketing for Farm Markets 
 

Jeanine M. Davis 
Department of Horticultural Science, North Carolina State University 

Mountain Horticultural Crops Research & Extension Center, 455 Research Drive, Fletcher, NC 28732 
Email:  Jeanine_Davis@ncsu.edu       Website:  www.ncherb.org 

 
Since elsewhere in this conference I will be covering medicinal herb production, this session will be 
focused on culinary herbs.  I continue to encourage growers and would-be growers to consider culinary 
herbs as a potential crop because there is such a wide variety of herbs and so many different ways to sell 
them.  Often when vegetable growers first consider growing herbs, they think of fresh-market herb 
production.  Some of the most popular herbs for this market include sweet basil, cilantro, and rosemary.  
Fresh market herbs can be grown on a large scale for sale to wholesalers and chain stores or on a very 
small scale for direct sales to restaurants, farmer's markets, and specialty grocery stores.  
 
Another herb enterprise which has been very successful is production and sale of herb plants.  There is a 
high demand for bedding plants in the spring and the fall.  Unlike some other bedding plants, people want 
a variety of large, well established herb plants.  They usually don't buy many of one kind of herb, but one 
each of many different kinds.  This provides a nice little niche for small greenhouse owners who can 
produce a variety of herbs including annuals and perennials.  Herb plants are sold in many ways including 
Internet, mail order, specialty shops, nurseries, fairs, and festivals. 

 
In addition to selling herb plants for a culinary herb garden, growers might consider offering a service to 
plant kitchen and decorative herb gardens.  Herbs offer a wide range of colors, shapes, textures, 
fragrances, and tastes.  A well planned herb garden can provide its owners with three seasons of 
enjoyment.  Many people are not aware of all the gardening options that herbs present.  These various 
options provide opportunities for the enterprising grower who can grow the plants and install the gardens.  
Various theme gardens can be offered, such as kitchen, butterfly, bible, lemon, and pesto. 
 
Another herb to be considered is garlic.  Many small-acreage growers like garlic because it is planted in 
the fall and harvested in the spring, allowing them to multi-crop the land if desired.  There are many 
different kinds of garlic and some growers choose to grow as many of them as they can. Elephant garlic 
and ramps (wild leeks) can also be included in this category.  Properly dried and stored, garlic can be sold 
all year round.  Garlic can be turned into a variety of value added products including braids, wreaths, 
pickled products, and seasoning mixes.  Garlic festivals are popular in many areas. 

 
Culinary herbs can be processed in a wide array of value added products.  Many of these are simple to 
make, although growers should be aware of all the county, state, and federal regulations concerning food 
products.  Commercial shared used kitchens are often used to make these products.  Examples of some 
popular herbal products include teas, butters, oils, vinegars, soaps, seasoning mixes, salts, and soup 
mixes.  
 
Lack of reliable, commercially oriented production information is one of the largest obstacles to getting 
started in herb production. There is no cookbook method for growing all the herbs.  Often, your only 
option is to try cultural practices appropriate for a vegetable crop similar to the herb you are growing.  For 



example, when developing production information for sweet basil, I started with cultural 
recommendations for leaf lettuce.   
 
One of the most important cultural considerations for growing herbs outside is site selection.  The site 
should have good drainage, adequate water supply, and few weeds.  Remember that few, if any, 
agricultural chemicals are cleared for use on herbs.  Seed selection is also very important.  For example, 
depending on the seed source, a high percentage of basil seed can produce an off-type leaf which may not 
be marketable.  In addition, many herbs, such as members of the mint family, should never be grown from 
seed and must be reproduced vegetatively to obtain the desired characteristics.  Therefore, always 
purchase herb seeds and plants from companies with a good reputation for herbs.  Most herbs benefit 
from being grown on raised beds because they allow the soil to warm early in the spring and provide good 
drainage.  I also highly recommend the use of mulch to control weeds, keep the foliage clean, and to hold 
moisture in the soil.  Research has shown that mulch type can be important for some herbs.  For example, 
I looked at a variety of mulches for basil production, including black plastic, hardwood chips, softwood 
chips, and straw.  All provided good weed control, but fresh wood mulches severely reduced yields.  
Overall, best results were obtained with black plastic mulch.  In most situations, irrigation is essential, 
with drip-irrigation being the best choice because it reduces the incidence of foliar disease and permits 
harvest at any time.  Most growers set out transplants of tender annuals to obtain high early season yields.  
They also use high plant populations, including double rows per bed and close in-row spacings, to get the 
highest yields per unit land area.  Weed control is especially critical for garlic to ensure good bulb size.  
 
Because there are so few agricultural chemicals cleared for use on herbs, the primary method of pest 
control is prevention.  Multiple crops, strict crop rotations, careful sanitation, and small, multiple 
plantings tend to keep disease and insect problems to a minimum.  Because there is so little information 
available on herb fertilization, a soil test should be taken and general recommendations for lettuce or 
vegetable gardens should be followed.  My experience has shown that it is better to be conservative with 
fertilizer, especially nitrogen, because many herbs lose flavor if they are over-fertilized.  A large lush 
plant does not always have the best flavor.  Because the best prices for many herbs are obtained in the off-
season, growers may choose to extend their seasons with the use of row covers, high tunnels, and small, 
moveable hoop structures covered with plastic.  Winter greenhouse production is an option for growers 
who can maintain high market prices throughout the season.  The high costs of heating and lighting, 
however, often make winter greenhouse production unprofitable. 

 
How and when the herb is harvested is critical for a high-quality product.  For example, basil should be 
harvested in the cool of the day, handled very gently, and packed in coolers immediately after cutting.  If 
you are willing to make value-added products, there should be little, if any, waste. For example, an 
overabundance of fresh basil can be transformed into frozen pesto sauce.  As with any crop, it is 
important to establish markets before the crop is planted.  The most successful growers are the ones who 
have been creative with their marketing strategies.  For example, for restaurant sales feature an 'herb of 
the week' and provide some free herbs and recipes for chefs. 

 
The key to being successful with herbs is, of course, marketing.  Because of the diversity of herbs and 
herb products, there are many opportunities for all sizes of operations.  Herbs are particularly well-suited 
to small, part-time, family operations where different family members take responsibility for growing, 
making value-added products, and marketing.  No matter how you sell your herbs, it is important to 
educate the customer.  Most people are fascinated with herbs, but they know little about them.  The more 
they know how to use herbs, the more they buy.  One way to handle this is to provide recipe cards with 
your herbs.  If you are selling herb plants from your farm, display gardens will help make sales.  Offer 
tours of the gardens.  Describe the plants, how to grow them, how to landscape with them, and how to use 
them.  Provide plans for the display gardens along with a list of plants needed, and have plenty of those 
plants for sale.  Herb fairs and festivals have also proven to be excellent promotional tools and big sales 



events.  During these events, demonstrations and talks can be offered on a variety of topics such as how to 
make pesto, how to use Chinese herbs, and how to make a lavender wand.   
 
People are hungry for herbs and herb products and we haven't even begun to reach the full potential of 
what can be offered, including plants, teas, wreaths, and soaps.  You are only limited by your imagination 
and your abilities to manage a diverse operation and effectively sell your products.  The key is to take 
advantage of the many opportunities to market; including direct sales, wholesale, mail-order, Internet, and 
craft shows.  Keep informed and share information through your state or regional association.  Herbs can 
offer exciting opportunities to many people.  To be successful, however, you must be willing to take a 
different approach to selling then maybe you have ever done before.  In my experience, that has been the 
challenge. 

 
For more information on growing and marketing herbs: 

 
• North Carolina State University:  http://ncherb.org. 
• Great Lakes Herb Business Association   http://www.greatlakesherbs.com/ 
• International Herb Association  http://www.iherb.org/ 
• Sturdivant, L.  1994.  Herbs for Sale.  Growing and Marketing Herbs, Herbal Products and 

Herbal Know-How.  San Juan Naturals (available through Amazon.com). 
• Shores, S.  1999. Growing and Selling Fresh-Cut Herbs.  Storey Publishing. 

 
 
 
 
(This is a greatly edited version of an article that was first produced for the 1994 New Jersey Vegetable Conference) 



 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
Michigan Farm Marketing & Agri-Tourism Association – On A Roll! 

 
Steve Tennes <steve@tennes.com>, President of the Michigan Farm Marketing & Agri-Tourism Association  

Patrick O’Connor <oak@msu.edu>, Executive Director of the Association 
 

• Project Purpose: Grassroots Development of a New Member Association for Michigan Farm 
Marketing and Agri-Tourism Operators 

• Primary funding: MSU Project GREEEN 
• Support: Michigan Farm Bureau, Michigan Department of Agriculture, Michigan State 

University Extension 
 
Core of Elements of the Project:  

1) Industry member input/feedback (Internet survey; roundtable discussions) 
• To determine interest in forming an organization   
• To identify and prioritize industry needs for the organization to address 

 
a) Internet Feedback 
• Would you be interested in seeing an organization formed to address the needs of the MI-FMAT 

industry?  Yes: 95.7%  No: 4.3% 
• Very important priorities/needs: Promotional, Governmental Affairs and Advocacy, Grant 

Seeking, Communications 
• Somewhat important priorities/needs:  Educational and Professional Development, Member 

Benefits, New Entry into Business, Social Networking 
 

b) Roundtable Discussions Feedback 
• All participants (100%) felt a member organization was needed to support the industry  
• Very important priorities/needs: Communications, Governmental Affairs and Advocacy, 

Promotional Opportunities, Educational and Professional Development, Grant Seeking  
 

2)  Industry member guidance (steering committee; board of directors) 
• To give approval to proceed (based upon review of interest level) 
• To guide the organization as it develops 
• To take “ownership” for long-term growth 

 
a) Industry Member Steering Committee activities: 
• October 2005 – Reviewed industry feedback (Internet survey and roundtable discussions); 

Approved proceeding  
• November 2005 – Steering Committee input and approval articles of incorporation, by-laws, etc. 
• January 2006 – Started strategic planning process  
• January 2006 – Provided input to Governor’s Agri-Tourism Task Force/Commission 
• May 2006 – Appointed MI-FMAT Association’s first board members  

 
 



 
 

b) MI-FMAT Association Board activities: 
• November 2006 – Officers named  
• December 2006 – Launched membership drive 
• December 2006 – Governor’s Commission “hands off” responsibility to MI-FMAT Association 
• February 2007 - First meeting of Governmental Affairs Sub-Committee 
• June 2006 – Launched the Great Lakes Agri-Tourism Experience – SW Michigan Farm Market 

Tour (co-produced by Great American Publishing, with support from MSU Extension staff) 
 
Accomplishments: 
 The Association’s membership drive kicked off in December at the 2006 Great Lakes Fruit, Vegetable 

and Farm Marketing Expo (Grand Rapids).   
 The organization worked closely with Michigan Farm Bureau, Michigan Department of Agriculture, 

Michigan State University Project GREEEN communications staff, Michigan State University Extension, 
and other Michigan agriculture and tourism organizations, and trade publications – many supported the 
membership drive with in-kind and staff time contributions.   
 The organization has successfully launched its first membership drive campaign, with approximately 

65 founding members.  (With more expected to join after harvest season.) 
 A “template” for future membership drives has been established. 
 The organization secured financial support from various supporters – those interested in building 

goodwill with members of the Michigan farm marketing and agri-tourism industry.   
 Various vendors (suppliers and others) offered financial or in-kind support as “corporate” members or 

supporters. 
 A “template” for future sponsorship/financial support campaigns has been established. 
 The Association has started to link with others, including tourism and agricultural industry 

organizations, supporters, and trade publications.   
 Dialog has taken place – with more anticipated as the Association becomes recognized as an ally and 

supporter of others involved in agriculture and tourism.   
 Membership overlap with other organizations appears not to be a concern, as the Association 

successfully presented at meetings hosted by the Michigan Christmas Tree Association annual meeting, 
the Michigan State Horticultural Society and the Michigan Vegetable Council.   
 The Association is now positioned as a complimentary organization – in support of and willing to 

work with others in the agriculture and tourism industries. 
 Conducted early informal evaluation –board member feedback – on the startup of the Association.  

This indicated that the Association has enjoyed initial success, with potential to lay the foundation for 
future growth.   
 A summary of the approach used to engage industry members in the formation of the Association has 

been presented through various meetings, presentations, and the Association’s website.    
 Developed the Great Lakes Agri-Tourism Experience (Southwest Michigan Farm Marketing Tour) in 

partnership with Great American Publishing, and with support from Michigan State University Extension. 
 Secured interest in this project from numerous other University, Extension and State Department of 

Agriculture organizations (Iowa State University, Oklahoma State University, Hawaii Farm Bureau, State 
of Virginia Department of Agriculture, and others). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

Impacts: 
• Michigan now has a state-wide farm marketing organization (following the disbanding of a 

similarly themed organization approximately 20 years ago). 
• Michigan now has the first state-wide agri-tourism organization that goes beyond traditional farm 

marketing fruit and vegetable industries – to include a more diverse membership base (farm 
museums, wineries, agri-entertainment attractions, etc.)  

• Approximately 65 new members have joined the Association, with more growth anticipated. 
• Substantial interest has been generated among the Michigan agri-tourism industry, and the larger 

agriculture and tourism industries. 
• Established the first Michigan agri-tourism tour (Great Lakes Agri-Tourism Experience) in over a 

decade – with approximately 50 industry members participating. 
• Earned widespread statewide and national media coverage in key publications – promoting the 

Association, Project GREEEN, Michigan agri-tourism, and more. 
• Established significant connections with key industry allies and supporters. 
• Secured interest in this project from numerous other University, Extension and State Department 

of Agriculture organizations (Iowa State University, Oklahoma State University, Hawaii Farm 
Bureau, State of Virginia Department of Agriculture, and others). 

 
Projections – Opportunities  

o To work more closely with Michigan State University/Project GREEEN – through 
the establishment of priorities for research related to farm marketing and agri-tourism; 

o To build upon the relationship with MSU Extension – to allow more 
programming/educational sessions related to farm marketing and agri-tourism; 

o To establish increased connections with the Michigan Department of Agriculture – 
to allow more dialog, input, feedback, etc., on regulatory areas such as Right to Farm, 
food safety, pesticide use, promotion, etc.; 

o To establish a relationship with Travel Michigan (Michigan’s travel/tourism bureau) 
to become part of the agency’s “portfolio” of promotional offerings presented to tourists; 

o To work more closely with other regional and statewide agricultural organizations 
on issues of common interest; 

o To build relationships with other travel and tourism enterprises and bureaus (such 
as regional tourism boards, local CVBs, etc.) to better link agri-tourism with the 
promotional efforts of these (potential) partners. 

 
The Michigan Farm Marketing & Agri-Tourism Association’s Founding Board of Directors:  

 Walt Harris, Honor  
 Howard Taylor, Grayling 
 Karey Robinette, Grand Rapids  
 Gwen Anderson, Stanton  
 Jeanette Yaklin, Lapeer  
 Dave Rutkofske, Jeddo  
 Douglas De Leo, Bangor  
 Steve Tennes, Charlotte 
 Bruce Upston, Milan 
 Abby Jacobson, Romeo 
 Jay Jollay, Coloma 
 Lynn Sage, Eau Claire 


