Popularity of farmers markets in Marblehead brings opportunity, challenges 
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Marblehead--

Nourished by shoppers who increasingly want food that is fresh, local and environmentally friendly, more farmers markets are sprouting up across the Bay State, roughly doubling in number in the last seven years.

Massachusetts is home to 245 farmers markets this season, up from a little more than 120 in 2004, according to the Massachusetts Department of Agricultural Resources.

Now in its 14th year, the Marblehead Farmers Market was among the first to arrive on the scene, and founder and organizer Don Morgan said the market’s longevity has helped it continue to thrive in an increasingly competitive environment. Farmers can be reluctant to invest the time and effort to go to a newer market with no guarantee that it will be well attended and thus profitable.

“[Farmers markets] take a while to build up,” Morgan said.

The number of farms at the Marblehead Farmers Market has held steady at around 10 for the past several years, Morgan said, which is by design.

“My inhibitors to growth are the amount of parking and the space,” Morgan said, indicating he’s happy to “keep [the Marblehead Farmers Market] where it is” in terms of size. An average of 1,050 customers peruse the produce at the Marblehead market weekly, a number that has been “quite consistent” the past five years, Morgan said.

Morgan and his fellow organizers have made a conscious effort to make the market a “community event.” Not only do his customers attend for the locally grown food, but they go “to see interesting things, too — friends, dogs, children, grandchildren, and interesting food, too.”

The Marblehead Farmers Market — recently designated “Best of the North Shore” by a local magazine — features a performer of the week, craft vendors, a “community booth” for local nonprofits, a coffee booth and an area from which environmental information is dispensed.

Morgan’s efforts on behalf of the Farmers Market have raised his profile in town, to the point where he is almost a quasi-public official. The difference, he says, is that the feedback he gets is almost exclusively positive, which he said rejuvenates him to continue his efforts.

“I can’t not do it,” he said. “It’s forced on me, in a positive way.”

Also appreciative of Morgan’s efforts are his farmers, who can personally attest to state agriculture officials’ claims about how significant retail sales at farmers markets have become to growers’ annual income.

“They’re hugely important to Massachusetts farmers,” said Brad Mitchell, government relations director for the Mass. Farm Bureau.

How important? Bill Clark of Clark Farm in Danvers, who participates in both the Marblehead and Salem markets, said he can make as much in three or four hours at one of the farmers markets as he does all week at his farm stand.

The success of the Marblehead market is no surprise to Clark, who recalls selling produce to eager Marbleheaders some 50 years ago at Wheeler’s Farm Stand at the fork of Humphrey and Tedesco streets.

While Wheeler’s may have gone by the wayside, it looks like the Marblehead Farmers Market is here to stay.

“Every farmer won’t be leaving his spot anytime soon,” said Glenn Cook of Cider Hill Farm in Amesbury. “It’s a very well-run market, and we all feel very fortunate to be a part of it.”

 

Challenges
The expansion of farmers markets also poses challenges for growers. While farmers 20 years ago might have gone to markets once or twice a week, many now do so daily, which sometimes requires more employees to share the workload in the field or on the retail side of the business, according to Jeff Cole, executive director of the Massachusetts Federation of Farmers Markets.

“The growth of farmers markets has put a lot of stress on the production side of the system,” Cole said. “It also has increased the number of farmers, particularly small farmers, who are making a living now and going to farmers markets to do it.”

While farmers markets rarely compete intentionally, some farmers have begun to report lower total sales in areas with multiple nearby markets, Cole said. In some cases, not enough thought was given to whether a market was too close to another, or volunteers had limited options for locations to set one up, he said.

“We are seeing overlapping territory now,” Cole said.

Marblehead Farmers Market participant Ann Starbard of Crystal Brook Farm in Sterling, whose farm takes part in eight markets, has seen the impact first hand.

“The current expansion of farmers markets is creating a negative dilution effect in some ways,” she said. “Now with many communities starting markets, the attendance has fallen off at some of the older area markets. This situation will be interesting to observe in future years as community farmers markets, new and old, build their customer base.”

The competition issue seems to be less of a problem on the North Shore, however. Morgan’s most direct competitor is the Salem Farmers Market, which is held Thursdays from 3-7 p.m. in Derby Square off Front Street, about 3-and-a-half miles from the Veterans School behind which Marblehead’s market is held on Saturday mornings. Morgan estimates the Salem market has siphoned off about 10 percent of the Marblehead market’s business.

“But I don’t look at that as a negative,” Morgan said, noting the purpose of the markets is to help farmers who might otherwise struggle to make ends meet selling their products on the wholesale market.

But, as in real estate, location is important for a farmers market, and Morgan knows he has it good on the Marblehead “peninsula,” where his customer base is unlikely to seek out alternatives. Thus, while the increase competition seen statewide may lead to a shakeout of some markets that cannot generate enough of a consistent flow of customers, the entrenched Marblehead market would seem to be at little risk.

“I asked [a farmer] at the Brookline Farmers Market, and he said he makes as much in three hours [in Marblehead] as he does in six hours in Brookline,” Morgan said. “We’re doing OK.”
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