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Introduction: Farmers’ Markets and Other Direct 

Marketing for Bison Producers 
 
It’s simple.  After developing a bison herd, you take animals to be processed into meat, set up a 
stand at a couple of farmers’ markets, then sit back and watch the people flock to your booth 
with cash-in-hand. 
 
Or not.  
 
Farmers’ markets provide a great opportunity to introduce your product, develop a strong base of 
customers, and to build your business. Farmers’ markets also require extensive time, hard work, 
and a strong dose of perseverance.  
 
This curriculum will help you take the initial steps to build a successful direct marketing 
business. Farmers’ markets are the primary focus, but we’ll discuss agritourism, Community 
Supported Agricuture (CSA’s) and other means of connecting you with customers. It will still be 
hard work. But, with the proper planning a preparation, you can build a successful and enjoyable 
presence in the direct marketing channel. 
 
 
Farmers’ markets are enjoying a 
renaissance across the United States. 
Nearly 9,000 farmers’ markets now 
operate across the United States, an 
increase in roughly 21 percent over the 
past five years, according to the latest 
statistics from the U.S.  Department of 
Agriculture’s Agricultural Marketing 
Service (USDA AMS).   
 
People shop at farmers’ markets for 
many reasons. Many come because they 
value high quality, locally grown food. 
Others consider farmers’ markets a safe 
harbor in a conventional food system 
beset by food safety shortfalls and misleading marketing claims. Some people value the health 
benefits of purchasing food that hasn’t been highly processed and packaged. Still other 
customers flock to farmers’ markets because they simply want to know the farmer—and the 
story—behind their food. And, some come just because the farmers’ market provides an 
entertaining and enjoyable shopping experience.  
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These same factors are responsible in large part for the increasing consumer demand for bison 
meat in the United States. That’s why a growing number of bison producers are finding farmers’ 
markets to be profitable and personally rewarding outlets for their products.  
 
Farmers’ markets are especially well-suited for smaller producers and have proven to be a 
successful method to capture higher margins that are vital in achieving profitable returns on 
smaller herds. But building a successful business through farmers’ markets is also very labor 
intensive, with long hours, lots of personal contact and interaction with customers, and the extra 
effort involved to ensure that people return to your booth (and perhaps begin buying directly 
from your farm) on a regular basis. 
 
For those willing to invest the sweat-equity, selling product(s) at farmers’ markets can be a 
rewarding personal and professional endeavor. Let’s get started. 
 
 

 

 
People flock to farmers’ markets for more than just food. They are looking to reconnect with farmers, 
and to enjoy a fun, relaxing shopping experience. (Photo courtesy of Broomfield Farmers’ Market) 
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Chapter One: Rules & Regulations 
Governing Farmers’ Markets 

 
The term farmers’ markets loosely defines a variety of marketing options that range from small 
roadside stands to permanent year-round markets in urban centers.  
 
One of the first steps in determining whether farmers’ marketing is a good fit is to take stock of 
the available market outlets in your area. The number of farmers’ markets are expanding rapidly, 
so you may have an opportunity to assess the potential opportunities at several locations, and to 
determine where and when (which days) you want to focus your marketing efforts.  Participating 
in a market is usually a season-long commitment, so be sure to study the relative strengths of 
various markets before making that commitment.  
 
 Meet the Market Manager 

An important step in determining 
whether a potential market is a good 
fit is to meet with the market manager. 
This is the person designated or 
employed by the market organizers to 
be responsible for making the 
operational decisions.  
 
In short, market managers run the day-
to-day operations of the market. From 
the perspective of participating 
vendors, the market manager enforces 
the rules, resolves disputes, and 
provides answers to questions. The 
responsibilities of the manager are 
often set out in the market’s rules, but 
even if they are not, the job of market 
manager typically includes: 
1. Selecting and registering both 

seasonal and daily vendors;  
2. Assigning spaces at the market so 

vendors know where to set up and 
consumers know where to find 
their favorite farmers; 

3. Collecting the fees for market 
spaces;  

4. Handling day-to-day 
administrative issues which arise, 
such as “Someone is illegally 

 
Speaking the Language 
 
Farmers’ markets have their own language, so it’s important to 
understand some of the common terminology used: 
 
Carrying Crafts -- Allowing farmers to sell products raised by 
other farmers.  Non-food items made by vendors, if allowed, 
may be subject to special procedures for selection and 
approval. 
 
Cottage Food – A relatively new term that describes food not 
prepared in a commercial kitchen. Individual states have 
enacted Cottage Food laws that allow people to produce 
specific non- potentially hazardous food products in a private 
kitchen. 
 
Farm Visit – Process where the market manager 
visits the vendor’s farm to determine whether 
produce sold at the market is “farm-raised.” 
 
Hold Harmless and Indemnification Clause – Agreement by 
vendor to financially protect market organizers from liability 
arising at the market. 
 
Market Manager – Person designated to run the market 
on a day-to-day basis. 
 
Market Rules – A legally binding agreement or contract signed 
by a farmer and a market, stating the farmer’s intention to 
comply with all the market rules to participate as a vendor. 
 
Peddlers -- Vendors who buy products at wholesale for 
reselling at the market. 
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parked in my space!” 
5. Enforcing market regulations and 

administering penalties, which may 
mean imposing fines on vendors; 

6. Answering inquiries and responding to 
complaints from customers and 
vendors; 

7. Working with local media and 
promoting the market;  

8. Assuring that the market complies with 
applicable local, state and federal 
regulations; 

9. Administering the financial and 
business affairs of the market; and  

10. Dealing with local officials, other 
businesses, and the organizers of the 
market. 

 
Research the Farmers’ Market Rules 

Most markets have a written set of rules to 
governs all aspects of their operation, 
including fees, requirements on products 
that can be sold, requirements for participation, and other factors.  Understanding the rules of the 

market at the outset can help you avoid conflict and 
entanglements down the road. Also, understanding 
the rules will help you determine if the market is a 
good fit for your operations. If a market doesn’t have 
a written set of rules, that should be a factor in your 
decision to participate. Remember, just as good 
fences make good neighbors, good rules help make 
for a good market.  
 
The term “market rules” refers to an agreement or 
contract signed by a farmer and a market, stating the 
farmer’s intention to comply with all the market rules 
to participate as a vendor, creating a legally binding 
agreement between the farmer and the market. 
Provisions setting forth a farmer’s rights and 
responsibilities as a farmers’ market vendor may be 
contained in the farmers’ market rules, or in an 
agreement or contract between the market and the 
farmer. If a farmer must join a producers’ association 
to sell at a market, the rules of the producers’ 

Producer-Only – Market selling only items raised by 
farmers who sell them. 
 
Proof of Insurance – A form a vendor obtains from an 
insurance carrier indicating the type of insurance 
coverage and listing the market as a covered party. 
Product List – A list of the products the farmer plans to 
sell which may be used to allocate spaces and limit 
vendors from adding unapproved products. 
 
Prepared Food, Processed Food – Ready-to-eat 
food, such as take-away meals and snacks. This 
includes products such as jam, cider, vinegar, and 
baked goods. 
 
Sponsor – The group or organization legally responsible for 
creating and operating the market. 
 
Vendor – A farmer or other person designated by the 
management as having the right to participate in the market. 
  
Many farmers’ market rules will include specific definitions 
for important terms, especially for various categories of 
products or vendors.  
 

 
Every market should have clearly defined rules. 
Read those carefully before you apply. As a 
vendor. 
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association, often referred to as by-laws, may set forth additional rights and responsibilities.  
 
Eligibility 
 
Each market has different guidelines to establish who can participate as a vendor in the market. 
Below are four of the most common factors for vendor eligibility. 
 
1. “Producer Only” Markets 
 
To ensure that the benefits of the local market go directly to the local producers of the products, 
some markets limit their vendors to producers only. A “producer only” market is a market in 
which participating vendors may only sell what they produced themselves. Some markets will 
have some specific exemptions to this requirement.  
 
2. “Carrying” 
 
“Carrying” is selling or distributing products that the vendor did not produce. Put another way, if 
a vendor is carrying, he or she is selling products produced by other people. Such vendors are 
called dealers. Some markets allow carrying, other markets do not.  
 
3. Production Location 
  
Many markets limit eligibility to farmers who produced their food within a certain region, 
county, or number of miles from the market. This is intended to assure the customers that the 
products in the market are produced locally. Again, some markets will have specific exemptions 
for products that cannot be sourced locally (e.g. salmon in Kansas City). 
 
4. Product Diversity 
 
In order to establish a market with diverse products, some markets have rules for farmer 
eligibility based on what they wish to sell. A market may provide a list of specific products 
which may or may not be sold. Other markets may require farmers to submit applications listing 
what products they will sell. That list is then reviewed by the market to determine whether the 
listed items are needed. Eligibility to sell products at these markets may depend on whether the 
farmer’s products, or similar products, are already being sold by a vendor at the market. 
 
Market Operations 
 
Market rules establish how the market is going to operate from the management of the market to 
details related to the stalls and resolution of disputes. It is important for a vendor to comply with 
the market’s stated operational rules since failure to comply may affect the farmer’s ability to 
sell at the market. Below are several of the common terms used in market rules to address market 
operations and areas where questions may arise. 
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1. Management 
 
As mentioned before, the market manager handles the day-to-day oversight of the market. 
However, farm inspections, dispute resolution, and other management decisions may also 
involve the producers’ association, the market’s board of directors, or a committee of vendors 
from the market selected to be a governing body. Vendors with questions or conflicts with the 
market manager may seek out assistance from those groups as well. 
 
2. Inspections  
 
Many market rules have a provision requiring farmers to agree to allow the market to inspect 
their farms to ensure compliance with the market rules. For example, if a farmer is participating 
in a market that requires all the products sold to be raised within 20 miles of the farmers’ market, 
the rules may also provide for the market manager or another person to visit the farm and 
confirm that it is within that distance, and that it appears to have the capacity to produce the 
amount of food the farmer plans to sell. 
 
3. Fees 
 
Participation in a farmers’ market as a vendor usually requires paying a fee, but fee requirements 
vary considerably. 
 
Some markets require payment of dues for membership in the market or producers’ association, 
charge annual fees for use of the stall, assess a percentage of daily sales, or charge rental fees at a 
monthly or daily rate. Other fees may be assessed for things like maintenance and electricity for 
refrigerators. 
 
Many markets require a fixed booth fee, plus a percentage of daily sales. The booth fee is 
generally a fee required before participating in the first market, although some allow the fee to be 
paid in installments. Generally, failure to pay the required fee by the due date or payment of less 
than the full amount due will result in the market denying the farmer the right to sell at the 
market. Although some markets offer exemptions from the fee deadline because of a hardship 
due to health or natural disaster. 
 
4. Stalls 
 
Farmers’ markets have rules for the process of assigning stalls to vendors so that each vendor 
will have a defined place to display and sell items. The standard farmers’ market stall is 
generally 10’ x 10’ (the size of a pop-up canopy).  
 
The market rules should clearly spell out whether specific stalls will be assigned, the duration of 
that assignment, and how the stall assignments will be made. Some markets may operate simply 
on a “first-come, first-served” basis for each day the market is open. Other markets may promise 
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that the vendor will get a stall but may not promise a particular stall to the vendor. Still other 
markets may assign a specific stall to a vendor for the season. Some markets give priority for 
stall space to vendors based upon seniority, or how long they have sold at that market. Other 
markets may assign stalls based upon the products sold or based upon the order in which vendors 
sign up and pay the fee each season. 
 
It may be helpful to consider your stall in terms of ease of access to load and unload, proximity 
to electrical outlets, and potential customer traffic.   
 
Occupation of Stalls. Many farmers’ markets have rules setting a specific time by which 
vendors must be present and ready for business on market days. Rules that require vendors to 
occupy stalls by a certain time on market days create opportunities for the unoccupied stalls to be 
rented to temporary and daily vendors. 
 
Vacancies. In addition to assigning market stalls at the beginning of the year, a market may also 
have rules for assigning or renting stalls when vacancies occur. Short-term vacancies are usually 
rented to temporary or daily vendors. Long-term vacancies may be made available to current 
annual stallholders before being made available to others. Market rules may also address whether 
any of the fees paid by the vendor who originally had the stall assignment will be refunded. 
 
Daily/Temporary Vendors. Some farmers’ markets allow daily or monthly rentals of stalls in 
addition to seasonal rentals. As discussed above, an opportunity for daily rental may arise when 
seasonal renters do not occupy their stalls by the required time, or some stalls may be reserved 
for short-season products. Market rules generally provide procedures or priorities for stall 
assignments to temporary or daily renters. Vendors should check the rules or clarify with the 
market manager whether daily or temporary rental to a vendor is for one day or whether it is for 
the entire market weekend. Eligibility for temporary or daily stall assignments is typically similar 
to those for annual vendors, and markets often set a fee for such vendors. 
 
Subleasing. Vendors often wish to keep their stall even if they will be unable to use it at a given 
time. Most market rules address whether a stall can be sublet or assigned to another individual. A 
“sublease” occurs when another person rents the stall from the original vendor for a particular 
period, but the original vendor maintains responsibility under the contract or agreement. 
 
“Assignment” of the right to occupy the stall is similar, but the responsibilities under the contract 
are assigned to the new vendor. Some markets allow subleases or assignment of the right to 
occupy the stall only with approval of the market manager, or only to a family member. Other 
markets do not allow subleasing or assignment of the right to occupy the stall at all. However, 
even if a farmers’ market’s rules do not allow for subleases or assignments, they may allow for a 
stall to pass to a family member upon the death of the vendor. 
 
Electricity/Refrigeration. Markets may provide access to electricity for some or all stalls. Many 
market rules address the need for electricity in stalls for vendors who sell products requiring 
refrigeration. Most markets require the vendor to pay for the electricity costs for his or her stall. 
The market may charge either a flat fee or a fee based upon actual electricity used. 
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4. Markets and Minor 
Children 
 
Markets have a variety of 
approaches to the role of children 
in the market. For example, some 
markets allow children under the 
age of 18 to be involved in sales 
at vendor stalls, but only if 
supervised by a parent or other 
adult. Market rules regarding 
children participating in the 
market are in addition to any 
child labor laws that may apply. 
 
5. Dispute Resolution 
 
Market rules generally provide a means for resolving disputes. Common disputes may be 
between two vendors at the market, or vendors or potential vendors and the market or market 
manager. The market rules likely provide a process for resolving disputes between vendors. 
 
The market manager generally has a role in resolving disputes between vendors which may be as 
informal as trying to resolve the dispute by speaking with each vendor. However, some market 
rules provide a more formal process, which may or may not involve the market manager as the 
decision maker regarding the dispute. The more formal process may include specific complaint 
procedures for vendors to follow or may establish a committee of participating vendors to review 
the complaint. 
 
6. Penalties and Contract Termination 
 
Market managers are often authorized to take a variety of actions to enforce the rules of the 
farmers’ market. Two of the most commonly provided actions for enforcement of market rules 
are financial penalties and termination of the right to sell at the market.  
 
Penalties. Some farmers’ market rules set out penalties for vendors who fail to comply with the 
rules of the market. Penalties may include monetary fines. Fines may increase with the number 
of violations a vendor has committed. Penalties may also include having to appear before 
members of the producers’ association. 
 
Contract Termination. Market rules often address when, how, and by whom the contract 
between the market and the vendor can be terminated. Some market rules may have provisions 
labeled “termination.” However, whether a set of market rules includes a section labeled 
“termination,” it is a good idea to read the market rules and become aware of provisions that 

 
 
Farmers’ markets can be a great way to get children involved in the 
family business. If that's in your plans, make sure your market allows 
minor children to participate.  (Photo courtesy of Broomfield Farmers’ 
Market) 
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could lead to termination. Some market rules provide specific examples of actions or failures to 
act that could cause termination. For example, if a vendor does not pay a required fee by the date 
it is due, that failure could result in termination of the right to sell at that farmers’ market. Some 
market rules state that several absences from the market may lead to termination of the right to 
participate in the market.  
 
Under some market rules, a vendor who seeks to end the contract, or who simply ceases to 
participate in the market, may forfeit the fees he or she paid. Under other market rules, such a 
vendor may be eligible for a refund of some of the fees. This should be specified in the market’s 
written rules.  
 
7. Insurance 
 
There are risks involved in participating in a farmers’ market. For example, an employee could 
be injured while working on your farm or bringing your products to the market. A customer 
could be injured while purchasing something from your stand, or a customer could become sick 
from a product you sold to him or her. There are also risks of crop loss due to bad weather or 
disease. 
 
Liability Insurance. Many farmers’ markets require vendors to purchase their own liability 
insurance. Some market rules require a specific amount of insurance coverage. They may also 
require that the farmer provide proof of insurance. The required proof of insurance is typically a 
document that shows insurance coverage for sales activities at the market. A few farmers’ 
markets or farmer associations provide a group insurance policy rather than requiring the 
vendors to purchase individual policies.  
 
You may want to consult your insurance agent to review your needs.  Even if your market does 
not require insurance, it’s wise to purchase premises and liability insurance. If you already have 
a farm premises or liability insurance policy, check with your insurance agent to see if it will 
cover the risks related to your business at the market. 
 
Risk Management Protection   
 
Although this doesn’t relate directly to your farmers’ market booth, it’s worth mentioning that 
bison producers are eligible to access all the tools offered through the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture’s Risk Management Agency. Many people think of USDA Risk Management 
Agency services only in terms of crop insurance. The agency provides a series of protection for 
pastures and rangeland as well. You can access information about USDA Risk Management at 
http://www.rma.usda.gov.  
 
Also, the National Bison Association has worked closely with Nationwide Agribusiness to 
develop risk management insurance protection specifically designed for bison producers and 
marketers. You’ll find more information on those tools at: 
http://ws4u.com/home/audience/farmers-ranchers/our-partners/nwagbison  
 

http://www.rma.usda.gov/
http://ws4u.com/home/audience/farmers-ranchers/our-partners/nwagbison
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The Regulatory Environment 

Attention to food safety is particularly important for vendors of bison meat because of the 
perishable nature of our products. Consequently, many state and local laws place meat vendors 
under tighter regulatory scrutiny than they do for vendors of less perishable products. Laws 
governing the selling of meat products include the storage, display, and transportation of food.  
 
A farmers’ market booth is a commercial venture, and is governed by all applicable federal, 
state, and local laws concerning food safety, labeling, and labor practices. In some instances, 
extremely small producers are exempt from certain regulations. For example, producers 
marketing less than $5,000 in organic products per year are not required to be formally certified 
(but are also prohibited from using the USDA organic label).  
 
Also, many states have enacted Cottage Food Laws in recent years that exempt small producers 
of certain non-hazardous food from the requirements to utilize commercial kitchens (see section 
on next page) 
 
Your local market manager may have a listing of the applicable state and local rules. If not, here 
is an overview of some of those rules. Even if your market manager can supply you with a listing 
of applicable regulations, remember that it is your responsibility to comply. That’s why it is 
always helpful to go “above and beyond” the information provided by a market manager in 
determining which rules and regulations will govern your business.  
 

• Licensing 
• Permits 
• Food Handling and Safety Requirements 
• Collecting and Reporting Sales Tax 
• Labor Practices 
• Farming Practices (This is an internal requirement imposed on vendors by many 

individual markets). 
 
Licensing Laws 
 
State and local governments generally require persons to obtain a license before selling food. 
Applicants for a food vendor’s license in these states and localities may need to demonstrate 
knowledge of safe food handling, be inspected, and pay a fee. However, some food licensing 
laws include exemptions for farmers selling at farmers’ markets. Some states have exceptions 
that may apply to farmers selling products of the farm or garden. Contact your state or county 
health department to determine if you need a license to sell food at a farmers’ market. 
  
Although food safety and food handling rules are generally determined by federal and state laws 
and regulations, those rules are administered by county health officials. Individual counties will 
have differing approaches to enforcing those regulations. And, come counties have regulations 
that exceed those state and federal rules.  
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Counties often charge a fee for an initial application and inspection for prepared food operations. 
However, counties often operate with reciprocal agreements, so that approval by one county will 
be accepted by others in the area. This is particularly helpful if you are considering participating 
in markets in more than one county. 
 
The licensing requirements are generally easier for operations simply selling raw, unprepared 
food items (like frozen bison meat). However, if you are sampling food products, or selling any 
prepared products like jerky, you'll likely fall under the stricter requirements.  
 
In short, it's wise to call your local health department at the same time you apply to participate in 
a farmers' market. 

 
Food Safety Laws 
 
The food Safety Modernization Act 
(FSMA), enacted in 2011, has 
substantially revised the way that the 
Food and Drug Administration does 
business, and has shifted the food 
handling landscape. The sweeping rewrite 
of the nation’s food safety law is intended 
to provide new safeguards at nearly all 
levels of food production and processing. 
The law is primarily directed at produce 
and prepared foods. Facilities that handle 
Meat, poultry and certain egg products 
are inspected by USDA, and therefore not 

covered by FISMA.  Food facilities that only sell within their state (or within 275 miles of their 
facility) and have less than $500,000 in annual sales are not covered by the FSMA. They do 
remain subject to state and local food safety laws. 
 
Some regulations are still being promulgated to administer the law. 
 
The law initially covered nearly every retail food establishment, including farmers’ markets and 
farm stands. A rule implemented in 2016 amends the definition of “retail food establishment” to 
exempt farms and farmers markets from having to register as food facilities with FDA. 
 
According to the FDA website, the new rule clarifies that, in determining the primary function of 
an establishment, the sale of food directly to consumers from an on-farm establishment includes 
sales by the establishment at such direct sales platforms as roadside stands, farmers’ markets, and 
Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) programs. Because the amended definition exempts 
additional establishments from the requirement to register, the establishments are not subject to 
the requirements of the FSMA preventive controls rulemakings, which apply to facilities that are 
required to register (https://www.fda.gov/food/newsevents/constituentupdates/ucm440983.htm).  

 
 
Food safety is a prime concern at farmers' markets, so it's 
important to understand the regulations and to be prepared for 
periodic visits from health department inspectors. (Photo courtesy 
of the California Department of Agriculture) 
 

https://www.fda.gov/food/newsevents/constituentupdates/ucm440983.htm
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Meat Inspection Rules 
 
The Federal Meat Inspection Act defines specifically the kinds of animals that must be 
slaughtered and processed under FSIS inspection. FSIS inspection is required for all cattle, 
sheep, swine, goats, ratites, and equines. Bison are not mentioned in the Meat Inspection Act. 
Bison are therefore “non-amenable” (not covered or answerable) under the Federal Meat 
Inspection Act and are exempt from FSIS requirements for meat inspection for intra-state, 
interstate, and foreign trade. 
 
When food products are manufactured with bison as the sole meat ingredient, the product is 
under the jurisdiction of FDA. If the buyer or consumer wants USDA/FSIS inspection of 100 
percent bison products, the meat for these products needs to be processed under the voluntary 
federal inspection program. (To get USDA/FISIS inspection of bison requires paying for the 
FSIS inspection services which is provided as a service to amenable species).  These 100 percent 
bison products do not bear the round FSIS mark of inspection; instead they bear a triangular 
voluntary-federal-inspection mark.  
 
Bison meat from an approved source may be used in an amenable meat food or poultry food 
product that bears the USDA mark of inspection (circular mark). The approved sources include: 
1) slaughter inspection under provisions of the Agricultural Marketing Act; 2) an approved state 
inspection program; or 3) a foreign inspection program under control of FDA.  
 
Because bison meat is non-amenable, state-inspected bison meat can be sold interstate (outside 
of the state in which it was processed. Even if federal law does not require bison to be inspected 
under the Federal Meat Inspection Act, local or state health codes may prohibit the sale of non-
inspected game meat including bison in restaurants and other markets. It appears that the state 
requirements for inspection of bison meat are variable while some states charge for the service 
and others do not.  
 
Bison slaughtered under FDA guidelines can be sold at retail or wholesale across state lines 
provided that the establishment maintains separation between amenable and non-amenable 
products. There is no mention of where the bison for slaughter must be sourced. Ground bison 
produced under FSIS voluntary inspection bearing the triangular mark of inspection can contain 
only FSIS inspected bison and may not contain bison inspected under a state or foreign 
government program. This suggests that bison from Canada cannot be mixed in bison products 
produced in FSIS plants and have the triangular mark of inspection applied. It is for this reason 
that live bison are being exported and slaughtered in the US.  
 
Cottage Food Laws 
 
Many states have enacted Cottage Food Acts in recent years. Those laws exempt producers of 
certain foods from having to utilize commercial kitchens to process or manufacture their 
products. The exemption is generally limited to foods that are considered not potentially 
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hazardous. Cottage Food operators are also generally required to participate in some type of food 
safety training. The Cottage Food laws in some states cover egg producers as well.  
 
These laws vary from state to state, so check with your Department of Agriculture to determine 
the rules in your state. A good general source of information on Cottage Food Laws is 
PickYourOwn.org. http://www.pickyourown.org/CottageFoodLawsByState.htm  
 
Labeling 
 
In general, all persons must comply with government requirements for the labeling of food 
products. However, some exemptions may apply to farmers' market vendors. This makes sense. 
Many commercial food labels have been developed to promote specific claims regarding how 
products were produced. Those labels are important for consumers who are shopping in a 
grocery store. In a farmers’ market setting, the vendor is the source of information regarding 
production practices and ingredients.  
 
USDA’s Food Safety and Inspection Service offers several resources to guide producers in 
developing labels for retail meat products. The FSIS Guide to Federal Food Labeling 
Requirements for Meat, Poultry, And Egg Products can be found at: 
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/shared/PDF/Labeling_Requirements_Guide.pdf  
The FSIS Compliance Guideline for Label Approval is a helpful guide in preparing an 
application for a retail label. That document can be found at: 
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/wps/wcm/connect/bf170761-33e3-4a2d-8f86-940c2698e2c5/Label-
Approval-Guide.pdf?MOD=AJPERES  
 
Some label claims are governed by state and federal rules, regardless of where the products are 
sold. Use of the USDA organic seal, for example, is governed by a strict set of regulations. 
While producers with less than $5,000 in annual sales of organic products are not required to be 
certified, they are also prohibited from using the USDA seal. 
 
Many states have developed their own marketing labels, such as Kentucky Proud, or Minnesota 
Grown.  The process for utilizing those labels is generally simple. Contact your state department 
of agriculture to determine the requirements for offering those labels. 
 
Grassfed 
 
Grassfed is an increasingly popular label claim for bison. The federal rules on grassfed are a bit 
murky and confusing. In 2007, USDA's Agricultural Marketing Service developed specific 
language governing the use of the term grassfed on the front label of meat products. The USDA's 
Food Safety and Inspection Service, which handles the actual food labeling regulations, largely 
adopted the AMS language as a guideline for determining label approval. However, AMS 
withdrew its regulation in 2016, saying that it did not have the authority to direct the FSIS on any 
claims other than organic. Following an outcry from grassfed meat producers, USDA's FSIS 
ruled in late 2016 that it would continue to use the AMS language as a guide for label approval. 
 

http://www.pickyourown.org/CottageFoodLawsByState.htm
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/shared/PDF/Labeling_Requirements_Guide.pdf
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/wps/wcm/connect/bf170761-33e3-4a2d-8f86-940c2698e2c5/Label-Approval-Guide.pdf?MOD=AJPERES
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/wps/wcm/connect/bf170761-33e3-4a2d-8f86-940c2698e2c5/Label-Approval-Guide.pdf?MOD=AJPERES
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About the same time that AMS adopted its grassfed language in 2007, the American Grassfed 
Association established its own certification program for grassfed meat. The AGA rules mirror 
the AMS language, but also include limitations on the confinement practices that producers can 
use. 
 
USDA’s Food Safety and Inspection Service in 2017, issued a new guidebook specifying that 
new grassfed label claims should follow the previous policy established by AMS. We 
recommend that you refer to that guidebook regarding the reuirements for a grassfed label claim. 
That guidebook can be accessed here: https://www.fsis.usda.gov/wps/wcm/connect/6fe3cd56-
6809-4239-b7a2-bccb82a30588/RaisingClaims.pdf?MOD=AJPERES 
 
Humanely Raised 
 
A growing segment of customers are becoming concerned about the way food producing animals 
are raised. Over the past decade several humane certification programs have emerged. The 
primary programs are: 

• Certified Humane, administered by the Humane Farm Animal Care Association 
http://certifiedhumane.org/  

• American Humane Certified, administered by the American Humane Association 
http://www.humaneheartland.org/our-farm-programs/american-humane-certified  

• Global Animal Partnership Program, which was developed initially by Whole Foods. 
GAP is a step-rated system, in which products qualify for a rating based on feeding and 
confinement protocols. https://globalanimalpartnership.org/  

• Animal Welfare Approved, administered by the Animal Welfare Association 
https://animalwelfareapproved.us/  

 
Each of these programs require a formal application and approval process, followed by periodic 
third-party audits. 
 
Formal certification of humane husbandry practices will likely not be a priority for producers 
selling at farmers’ markets More important is your ability to personally communicate your 
commitment to responsible animal stewardship. Photos of your ranch, or on-farm tours, are a 
great way to let your customers know that you are committed to the "one bad day" philosophy (a 
great life, followed by one bad day). 
 
Jack Pleasant, a bison producer active in the North Carolina farmers’ market system, notes, “We 
think about 20 percent of our customers care whether or not our animals are grassfed, and maybe 
five percent are hoping for organically raised animals.  But 95 percent want to know our buffalo 
live happy lives in pastures (not feedlots) with the herd.  The five percent who hope we field 
slaughter because that harvest method may be less stressful to the animal still buy when they find 
out that market rules would not allow us to sell uninspected meat.”    
 
Some vendors have abused these claims in the past. For example, some farmers’ markets have 
been tarnished with a reputation as a “resellers” market (at which vendors buy commercial 

https://www.fsis.usda.gov/wps/wcm/connect/6fe3cd56-6809-4239-b7a2-bccb82a30588/RaisingClaims.pdf?MOD=AJPERES
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/wps/wcm/connect/6fe3cd56-6809-4239-b7a2-bccb82a30588/RaisingClaims.pdf?MOD=AJPERES
http://certifiedhumane.org/
http://www.humaneheartland.org/our-farm-programs/american-humane-certified
https://globalanimalpartnership.org/
https://animalwelfareapproved.us/


 
Direct Marketing Resource Guide  

22 
 

produce, and then resell it at the local farmers’ market). Consequently, many markets are 
tightening their oversight of the claims vendors are making.  
 
Tax Laws 
 
Tax laws are extremely complex, and it can be difficult to know exactly what is required to 
comply with the tax requirements under state and federal law. Many farmers’ market rules 
discuss tax issues, and most market rules explicitly require vendors to comply with state and 
federal tax laws. State and federal tax laws may include laws regarding income, employment, 
sales, and use taxes.  
 
Because many states exempt the sale of food from the application of state sales taxes, vendors 
may not have to worry about this issue. However, county and local jurisdictions may still charge 
sales tax on food.  And, vendors selling non-food items such as flowers or crafts, or selling 
ready-to eat meals and other food items in a form that are not exempt, may be subject to all taxis-
-state and local. 
 
The distinctions can result in puzzling situations where a food in one form, such as a bison 
roast, would be tax exempt, but if sliced and served ready to eat would be subject to tax. 
 
For more information on tax requirements, farmers should contact the state and federal 
departments of revenue. Also, this is where it is important to have a good accountant assisting 
you with your books.  
 
Labor Laws 
 
Labor law is also extremely complex. Farmers who hire employees to assist with production or 
sales must comply with any applicable labor laws. However, many labor laws have exemptions 
for agricultural work. Some of these exemptions may apply to farmers’ market activities. 
 
Discrimination 
 
State and federal laws prohibit farmers’ markets from discriminating against vendors based on 
factors such as race, color, national origin, sex, marital status, sexual orientation, religion, age, 
receipt of government benefits, or physical or mental handicap in some situations. These laws 
may apply to your farmers’ market. If you believe the farmers’ market has unlawfully 
discriminated against you because of one or more of these factors, you may seek to resolve the 
dispute as provided in the market rules, or you may want to consult an attorney. 
 
Pet Food Products 
 
As mentioned elsewhere in this guide, offering pet products in your booth is a great way to 
attract visitors to your stall, particularly in pet-friendly markets. However, pet products have 
their own set of rules and regulations.  
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Any product labeled as a pet “food” must be formulated to the “complete and balanced” 
according to the nutritional guidelines as determined by the Association of American Feed 
Control Officials (AAFCO). Because pets rely on a daily—or twice daily—bowl of food for 
most of their nutrition, the AAFCO guidelines are designed to make sure that Fido or Fluffy will 
get all their nutrients they need from that food. And, although AAFCO doesn’t have any 
enforcement authority, state feed regulators rely on those guidelines when enforcing rules on pet 
food. 
 
Treats are much easier to produce because they don’t have to be designed to meet all the 
nutritional requirements of the pets. However, when you sell treats at a farmers’ market booth, 
you’ll fall under the definition of a “distributor” according to the AAFCO guidelines. It’s best to 
check with your state feed officials (usually a part of the state department of agriculture) for any 
rules regarding selling pet treats at a farmers’ market booth.  
 
Additional Resource 
 
The National Bison Association has just released the 2nd edition Bison Producers’ Handbook. 
This comprehensive handbook has one section devoted to the regulatory requirements for bison 
producers. Copies of the handbook are available for $40 ($20 for National Bison Association 
members) at www.bisoncentral.com. 

http://www.bisoncentral.com/
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Chapter Two: Are Farmers’ Markets Right for You? 
 
The Benefits and Limitations of Farmers’ Markets 

Farmers’ markets are a great place for beginning bison producers to establish customer base, and 
to grow their business. For some producers/marketers, farmers’ markets are a primary outlet. For 
others, farmers’ markets provide an important supplemental source of farm income especially if 
sales can be extended beyond the market stall and developed into a year-round business 
opportunity. 
 
While farmers’ markets can play an important role in your bison business, they should be part of 
an overall sales and marketing strategy for your operations. In developing your business plan 
consider how a farmers’ market enterprise can be coordinated with other sales outlets such as: 
• opening a CSA operation; 
• developing value-added products,  
• offering on-farm activities like educational 

tours;  
• selling via the Internet; or  
• marketing to restaurants and schools.  
 
You don’t always have to go it alone. For 
example, if your operation is located next to an 
established CSA, you may be able to offer bison 
meat as an add-on to their produce deliveries.  
 
Most farmers use a combination of marketing 
methods -- both value-based strategies bringing higher returns and volume-based channels 
selling more products -- finding that diverse marketing strategies provide stable profits and a 
better quality of life.  
 
Two key questions must be answered before jumping into the farmers’ market arena. 
• Is farmers’ marketing a good fit for my business; and 
• In which market(s) do I want to participate?   
 
Remember that profitability is the key to a successful farmers' market strategy. Consider 
researching and writing a business plan which will help you evaluate alternatives, identify new 
market opportunities, and then communicate them to potential business partners and commercial 
lenders. The elements of a business plan are included elsewhere in this curriculum. And, an 
extensive guide on writing a successful business plan is included in the National Bison 
Association’s new 2nd Edition Bison Producers' Handbook. 
 
In developing your business plan, be sure to evaluate your willingness and ability to adhere to 

 
Before determining which direct marketing path to 
take, you'll need to analyze all your options. 
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the farmers' market schedule (posted by the market coordinator) to achieve maximized exposure 
and seasonal success. The general considerations in assessing farmers’ market participation as 
part of your business include: 
• Is this way of marketing my product consistent with the farm’s mission and purpose? 
• Will my bison meats or products be in enough demand at this market to make my 

participation economically feasible? 
• Will I have enough meat to provide a good selection of cuts and other products throughout 

the market season. 
• Will the product be economically sustainable to keep up with demand?  If so, how will that 

affect my business plan?  Can I be flexible within the industry?  
• Can my business adhere to a schedule or calendar in which the market season is not 

interrupted by ranching operations (or vice-versa)?  
 

Asking these questions will help you establish priorities. 
 
Where Do You Want to Market Your Products? 

Once you’ve determined that farmers’ marketing makes sense for your business operation, it’s 
time to determine the optimal location(s) for you to consider. The number of U.S. farmers’ 
markets has exploded over the past 10 years, so producers often have an option of choosing 
among several market locations. In fact, some producers are concerned that the market is 
saturated in many areas, so it is important to select a market that offers the most profitable 
opportunities for your business. 
 
The U.S. Department of Agriculture’s Agricultural Marketing Service (USDA AMS) maintains 
an extensive database of farmers’ markets throughout the country. To locate farmers’ markets in 
your area, go to https://www.ams.usda.gov/services/local-regional/farmers-markets-and-direct-
consumer-marketing .  
 
Successful farmers' markets are in busy, central places, are well publicized, and are highly 
visible, with many vendors selling a variety of farm-related products and services.  Customers 
are drawn to markets with lots of vendors, and a high energy atmosphere.  
 
The first step in beginning to sell direct is to identify markets that offer large enough volumes to 
provide profitable returns. Atmosphere is a vital part of a successful farmers’ market. You want a 
market that creates a “commonplace” atmosphere.   
 
As a rule, a market needs at least 15 vendors present to be viable.  In recent years the number of 
farmers’ markets across the U.S. has grown almost exponentially.  Merchants’ associations, 
chambers of commerce and other civic groups have come to recognize the power of farmers’ 
markets to draw customers into retail areas. Look for markets that have strong support from the 
local community, or from surrounding businesses.  
 
Many new markets have been created by retail businesses or shopping centers whose primary 
goal is to build traffic counts to other business ventures (e.g. garden centers that host a market in 

https://www.ams.usda.gov/services/local-regional/farmers-markets-and-direct-consumer-marketing
https://www.ams.usda.gov/services/local-regional/farmers-markets-and-direct-consumer-marketing
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their parking lot). Some of these markets will attain long-term success, but markets that are 
controlled and operated by farmers have historically performed better than those markets 
designed to draw traffic to another business.   
 
In remote rural areas, farmers banding together have strengthened market development, bringing 
the power of a group behind promotion and performance. The term “tailgate market,” in fact, 
may be unique to rural areas, referring to lots and schoolyards where farmers drop their tailgates 
to reveal their goods.  Since tailgate markets lean toward a show-up and set-up style, the small 
venues can be challenging to promote for farmers, as well as their small, rural communities, 
many of whom have limited resources.  
 
In evaluating which market(s) you want to target, do some research and identify a farmers' 
market location that may be right for you. Factors to consider include:  
• Understand the geographic area in which you market is located.  Is there good traffic in the 

area? Is the market location easily accessible for customers? 
• Understand the demographics of the people who are going to potentially be your customers. 

Bison is a premium product, so it is best to look for areas where shoppers can buy your 
products. Also, markets located in areas with a population that is focused on fitness, health 
and wellness are a prime location for a bison vendor.  

 
Then look at the specific markets in that area. 
Here are some specific considerations: 
• Is the market pedestrian oriented?  

Community oriented?   
• Are there a large variety of diverse vendors?    
• Is this an easy destination for the customer to 

get to?   
• Is there ample and easy parking? 
• Is this farmers’ market successful?   
• Is the market location easily accessible to 

major roadways or conveniently visible to 
high volumes of foot and/or vehicle traffic? 

• Is the location clean and attractive? 
• Are there restrooms and proper waste disposal 

areas? 
• Consider the management of the market.  Is it 

well run?  Who has the authority to make 
decisions regarding your booth or has the 
authority to address your concerns during your participation? 

• Do you have product exclusivity?  Shoppers come to farmers’ markets primarily for fresh 
produce, so having an abundance of produce vendors is a benefit. Not so for bison vendors. 
Bison is a specialized product, so it generally won’t be a benefit to have two bison ranchers 
to compete at the same market location.  There are plenty of markets that are seeking bison 
vendors. 

 
Look for markets that offer activities like live music and 
special events to attract shoppers. (Photo courtesy of 
Broomfield Farmers’ Market) 
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• What type of promotion, advertising, and social media presence does the market maintain? 
• Does the market mandate or control anything regarding your business or operation?  For 

instance, some markets require a “farm or ranch” visit by a selected “board” or group of 
members representing the market.   

• Does the market offer events and 
activities that make people want to 
visit? Live music, children’s 
activities, and special events are 
important in attracting shoppers and 
building repeat traffic.   

• Will you be able to have a booth in 
a high-traffic area? 

• Will you be able to set up in an area 
that is easily accessible for your 
truck or van? You don’t want to 
have to move heavy coolers and/or 
freezers a lengthy distance.  

 
Before you settle on a specific market, 
be sure to do some additional 
homework.  
 
If you have an opportunity visit the market you are considering before applying to participate. 
That’s a great way to get a sense of the customer traffic, demographics, and energy of the 
market. In many cases, it’s not possible to visit the market prior to applying. But, there are other 
ways to conduct some due diligence. 

 
• Existing vendors at the market – If the market has a website, you should be able to identify 

vendors to contact. Try to contact vendors who sell meat, fresh produce or other food items. 
Vendors of crafts and other non-food items attract a different type of shopper, so their 
feedback may not be helpful.  

• County Extension Agents – Extension agents are actively involved in assisting many farmers 
markets, and the producers who utilize farmers’ markets.  

• Farmers’ Market Associations – Farmers’ markets committed to working on behalf of their 
producers and adhering to professional codes of conduct will likely be members of that 
state’s Farmers’ Market Association. If the market you are looking at joining doesn’t belong, 
there may be a reason. 

• State Department of Agriculture – Most Departments of Agriculture maintain a master list of 
farmers’ markets. This is a good starting point for identifying potential locations. 

• Social Media – An active farmers’ market will be active on social media. Peruse the market’s 
Facebook page, Instagram account, and Twitter feed. Lots of posts…this is an active market. 
Nothing on line…tread with caution. 

 
The worksheet included at the end of this chapter can help you make these decisions.  

 
Children's activities are an important draw. When kids have fun at 
the market, they’ll encourage their parents to become regular 
shoppers. (Photo courtesy of the Broomfield Farmers’ Market) 
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Farmers’ markets vary widely in size, setting and sales volume.  If you’re not satisfied with the 
farmers’ market options in your area, you may be able to improve them by forging alliances with 
other members of your community.  
 
 
When Do You Want to Market Your Products? 

The seasonality of farmers’ markets depends largely on geography and climate. Some markets in 
the South operate outside year-around. Northern markets tend to be more seasonal unless they 
have some type of covered (and heated) shelter from the elements. Even then, the season for 
markets in northern regions also may correspond with the availability of fresh, locally-grown 
produce.  
 
Selling at a farmers’ market may provide contacts for other channels, such as special orders or 
subscriptions. Usually, the consensus is – spring and summer seasons are best for participation in 
a local farmers’ market, and autumn and winter are best for “farm sales” or subscription sales. 
 
Seasonality can sometimes present a challenge for bison producers, particularly those that market 
grass fed products. Normally, the highest quality grass fed bison meat comes from animals 
harvested in the late summer or fall, because the fresh grass during the summer and fall imparts 
quality characteristics to the meat. However, many grass fed bison producers are learning to 
manage for high quality in all seasons. 
 
Determine the Cost/Benefit Aspect of Farmers’ Marketing 

Budget and Business Planning 
 
Chapter Seven of this resource guide had detailed information on business plan development. As 
a start, though, do a quick calculation that includes:   
 
•   Market fees; 
• County/Municipal registration fees; 
• Insurance 
• Permits 
• Up-charge for electricity access for your booth 
• Capital Investment in freezers, tents, tables, etc. 
• Operating Expenses and  
• Salaries (including the value of your time). 
• Cost of traveling from your farm or ranch to the market.  
 
Don’t create a budget that anticipates selling out every day you are at the market. Keep your 
budget conservative and remember that there is a seasonal flow of traffic. In addition, 
uncontrollable factors such as inclement weather may impact the traffic through the market. Be 
sure your budget allows you to withstand these bumps in the road.  
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Also, assess your budget based on “Opportunity Cost.” That simply refers to analyzing whether 
the time and resources invested in your farmers’ marketing business could be better utilized in 
another aspect of your enterprise.  
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Appendix 2: Important Checklist for Establishing a Farmers’ Market Stall 

 
This chapter provides basic oversight to the business and regulatory issues you must consider 
when looking to apply as a vendor for a farmers’ market. The checklist below can help you make 
sure you have covered these areas: 
 

Checklist of Questions to Ask (and Answer) 
Selecting a Farmers’ Market 

Does the market allow vendors of meat products?  ___ Yes   ___ No (If No, you’re done) 
If so, what are the restrictions, and what licenses are 
required? 

 

What type of customer traffic does this market have?  
Is the market located near other high-traffic areas 
(downtown plaza, shopping mall, etc.? 

 

What are the demographics of those customers (higher 
disposable income, students, lower income, etc.)? 

 

What type of social media presence does the market 
maintains (Facebook, Instagram, Etc.)? 

 

Does the market sponsor any special events and/or 
promotional activities? 

 

Does the market have live music?  
Does the market offer children’s activities or other family-
friendly activities? 

 

What is the ease of visibility, ease of access and parking 
availability at the market? 

 

What is the traveling distance to the market from your farm 
or ranch? 

 

How much time is required to travel to and from the 
market? 

 

What is the ease of access for your farm vehicles? 
 

 

Does the market offer access to electricity? ___ Yes           ____ No 
 
If Yes, what is the charge? 

Are there restrooms and proper waste disposal areas?  
Does the market offer exclusivity (i.e. allowing only one 
bison vendor)? 

 

Who sponsors the farmers’ market (local government, non-
profit group, private business, etc.)? 

 

Who runs the farmers’ market, and who has authority to 
make decisions such as deciding who gets to set up in 
which location? 

 

Is the market “producer only,” meaning only farmers who 
raise the food may sell it, or are other vendors and 
wholesale peddlers allowed to be vendors? 

 

Does the market have “carrying rules” that allow farmers to 
sell food raised by other farmers? 

 

Can vendors provide samples to customers?  
What penalties apply for violating market rules, and how 
are they assessed? 
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If a vendor is forced to leave the market or for some reason 
is unable to continue to participate, is any portion of the 
seasonal fee refundable? 

 

What happens if a market day is missed?   
Is there a penalty?    

What procedure is followed if there is a dispute over a rule 
violation? Is there a committee of vendors and customers 
who decide, or is it the market manager? 

 

Does the market have all the necessary local business 
permits or licenses, or do vendors need to obtain business 
permits for each market? 

 

How does the market manager make sure the vendors do 
not try to sell the same thing or lower prices? 

 

Does the farmers’ market carry its own insurance in case of 
accidents? 

 

What type of insurance does the market expect vendors to 
have, and what proof of insurance must be provided? 

 

Do the market rules require the farmer to attend the market 
or can vendors send employees to do the selling? 

 

Does the market require farmers to submit a plan before 
the market season begins, listing what products will be sold 
and the approximate amounts? 

 

Can the market officials visit a vendor’s farm to inspect the 
operation and records? 

 

Do the market rules limit how vendors can label or describe 
products?  
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Chapter Three: Making the Most 
of Your Market Presence 

 
Marketing and promotion are important elements in a successful farmers’ market enterprise. 
 
There’s a difference between marketing and promotion. Marketing refers to an overall strategy 
that includes defining demographics, identifying key messages, and determining the 
communication channels for getting a message across. Promotion refers to the tools and 
techniques that are utilized to implement the marketing plan.  
 
There are many avenues for marketing bison in today’s marketplace. Some larger-scale 
operations market their animals to commercial processors or to other ranchers as a cow-calf 
enterprise. These avenues have their advantages and disadvantages. 
 
Direct marketing in venues such as farmers’ markets is the only avenue, though, that regularly 
brings the bison producer face-to-face with the ultimate customer. Just as major retail food 
brands continuously promote and market their products, so too, must direct marketers continually 
think about marketing and promotion. 
 
There’s one major difference though. Most retail outlets use their marketing resources simply to 
sell products. As a direct marketer, your marketing efforts should focus on building a 
relationship with your customers that is based upon quality, honesty and reliability. Establishing 
a strong relationship with your customers not only assures repeat business, but also turns those 
customers into promoters of your products.  
 
Your marketing plan should focus on 
the following elements: 
Who: (Demographic Information) 
Where: (Location) 
What:  What are the products you are 
going to sell? What type of packaging, 
portions, seasonal flow? 
How: How are you going to promote 
those products? 
 
Your marketing plan should help guide 
you along in marketing your products 
in a consistent, professional manner. It 
will also help you walk that fine line 
between professionalism and 
gimmickry. People coming to farmers’ 
markets are looking for an alternative to the heavily advertised and promoted processed products 
in the supermarkets. On the other hand, they also need to have confidence that the food they are 
buying at the farmers’ market is coming from a vendor who is paying attention to food safety, 

 
If possible, visit a farmers' market before committing to participate 
there. Look at the location, the traffic, and the demographics of the 
customers. Is that a fit for you? (Photo courtesy of Broomfield 
Farmers’ Market) 
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quality and other details. Everything at your stand, from the product packaging to the shirt you 
wear, helps convey that message, either positive or negative. 
 
Once you understand what it is that you are marketing, identify your potential customer.  You 
should be able to recognize your potential customers based upon a grouping of characteristics 
such as demographics (level of income, education, etc.), geography, and attitudes.  Some 
customers are attracted primarily by great tasting food, while others are motivated by diet and 
health concerns. Still others may be concerned about how the animals were raised. Once you 
have profiled your customer, you can direct your promotional projects toward that consumer 
group.   
 
A marketing plan should be part of your business plan (see Chapter 7: Developing a Business 
Plan).   
 
Before beginning your “pitch,” be sure to listen to customers’ questions. Too many farmers’ 
marketers launch into pre-prepared messages before really understanding what the customer is 
looking for.  
 
Large companies use focus groups to define their marketing message. As a direct marketer, you 
have a ready-made focus group: the shoppers at the market.  
 
The key group will be people stopping by your booth. Keep track of the questions they ask and 
the information they request. It’s likely that other shoppers walking past your booth have those 
same questions, but aren’t stopping in. You can then develop signage and informational 
materials to address those issues. 
 
Also, it is important to have a consistent look to all your packaging and materials (as well as 
your website, if you have one). Take the time to develop a simple “stylebook” for your materials. 
That book can specify the typestyles, type size, colors and imagery that will be on all your 
materials. You don’t need to be “slick,” but a consistent style will make you look professional. 
(See section on signage). 
 
An easily recognized name and logo is an important part of your marketing strategy.  If you are 
designing product packaging and labeling for USDA inspected products, you will have to 
comply with USDA and FDA regulations. (The Resource Section of this curriculum can guide 
you through that process). 
 
Create a Presence with Your Stall  

Your stall at the farmers’ market serves as your “store.” The first step to selling your products is 
to convince potential customers to come into your store. If you can’t get customers into your 
store, they’ll never know how good your products are.  
 
As Realtors stress, the three most important farmers' market factors are “Location, Location, 
Location”. Before the season begins, look over a layout of the market. Then, negotiate with the 
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market manager to secure the best space available. In determining the location, consider not only 
the potential pedestrian traffic, but also the proximity to other booths that offer products that will 
compliment your bison meat.  For example, being located next to a basket weaver will do little to 
drive traffic to your booth. Instead, strive to locate next to specialty food booths selling spices or 
sauces that will complement bison meat, and/or a fresh produce stand where people can buy the 
“side items” found accompanying a bison entrée. 

 
The basic design of a farmers’ market booth 
is generic. A stall usually consists of a 10 x 
10 “popup” tent.  Thus, the challenge you 
face is to stand out from the crowd. The 
National Bison Association offers feather 
flags designed for farmers market vendors to 
display at their booth as an enticement to 
customers. 
 
Many vendors simply have a table at the 
front of their booth to display their products. 
However, this tends to create a “barrier” 
between the vendor and the customer. It may 
be better to have a short table at the front of 
the booth to display the products, but to allow 
customers to come into the stall to shop. (this 
also allows them to get out of the sun on a 
hot day). 
 
If you are selling raw meat, it’s difficult to 
have your products on display like 
neighboring vendors selling vegetables or 
prepared foods. Use signage, photos, posters 
and samples to promote your product to 
passers-by.   

 
Bison marketers have a real advantage in that we can provide something truly unique to attract 
attention. For example, a bison skull prominently displayed will draw attention from passers-by, 
and will likely ignite lengthy conversation about bison. (Aha, you’ve just enticed them into your 
“store”). This gives you the opportunity to discuss your products and your farm with the public.  
 
Remember that people don’t just come to farmers’ markets to buy supper. They come because 
they also enjoy discovery…learning new facts about where food comes from, and meeting the 
people who produce it. Make your booth an inviting place for them to stop by to learn about 
bison, agriculture, ecology, and –oh yes—to buy the perfect rump roast for Sunday dinner.  
 
Important parts of your booth are the vehicles and equipment used to transport your products to 
and from the market.  

 
Feather flags available from the National Bison Association 
(with support from USDA's Farmers' Market Promotion 
Program) can help draw customers to your stall. (Photo 
courtesy of the Broomfield Farmers' Market) 
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Some meat vendors bring their product in vans packed with coolers, while others use cargo 
trailers with chest freezers inside.  The advantage of using a trailer with freezers is that the 
vendor does not have to spend time loading and unloading meat before each market session and 
can keep the freezers plugged in if electricity is available on-site.   

 
Many markets do not have electrical outlets 
readily accessible, something else for a new 
vendor to consider.   

 
If you utilize a trailer, you’ll want to plan on 
being one of the first vendors to arrive at the 
market each week to avoid having to maneuver 
around other vendors setting up their booths.  
 
Food safety is paramount. While putting a lot 
of attention into the design and development of 
an attractive booth, don’t neglect the important 
consideration that you must keep your products 
at the proper temperature and in the proper 
condition at all time. One story about a 
customer getting ill from eating bison that was improperly handled could damage the entire 
industry.  
 
Consistency in your operation is vital.  You must be present (perfect attendance record) every 
week to convey the same, consistent message and have the same, consistent product. 
 
Selling (Telling) Your Story 

Offering bison meat for sale at a farmers’ market is a wonderful opportunity to experience 
firsthand the diversity (and biodiversity) of our planet, both cultivated and wild! 

 
Making the most of your farmers’ marketing experience requires that you share this 
excitement—and your story—with the customers that come by your stall each market day.  
 
In short, you are selling much more than meat. You are really selling yourself, and a vision of the 
environment in which you raise your animals. Don’t hesitate to tell your story. Hang a “producer 
profile” sheet from your booth with pictures and information about you working with what 
you’re selling.   

 
Major retail meat brands tend to avoid pictures of the animals that produce the meat inside the 
packages. Their thinking is that customers don’t want to connect the live animal with the meat 
they are purchasing. The opposite is true for farmers, market shoppers. They want to know about 
the animals, and how they were raised. Don’t hesitate to have photos and other imagery that 
conveys your story.  

 
If a market doesn't have access to electricity, sturdy 
coolers and gel packs can keep meat frozen during the 
market. (Photo courtesy of Nebraskabison.com) 
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This gives you more opportunities to share information about your vision with the potential 
customer, letting them know that you are dedicated to your work and that you work very hard to 
bring them the most delicious and nutritious food around. 
 
This isn’t the time to be shy. Engage your customers by telling them your story. You can 
romanticize your story, but don’t exaggerate. Just be truthful – after all, you are a bison rancher; 
that alone carries a certain mystique for many people. Remember, there is an aura that still exists 
among people who know the history and romance that surrounds our magnificent bison 
creatures! 
 
While not being shy about telling your story, remember to keep it brief. Customers’ fascination 
will quickly wane if you launch into lengthy, complex stories. 
 
Visual appeal is especially important when selling a food product. Overall cleanliness reflects 
your business and your product. People make unfair assumptions such as, "if their booth is 
messy, the product can’t be good.” Make sure your booth is inviting, clean and neat. 
This is exceedingly important if you are planning on having cooking demonstrations or food for 
sampling. With that said, it is a well-known fact that if a customer touches a product, he is much 
more likely to purchase that product. In this case, tasting the product will increase the likelihood 
of selling your delicious bison meat. 
 
Here are some other key points 
in selling—and telling—your 
story: 
• Keep your display message 

simple and clear. 
• Quality and taste are 

paramount. Customers will 
love the other aspects of 
your story, but they expect 
the product to be tasty and 
high-quality. 

• Talk about the value of 
bison in conserving the 
land and water resources. 
People want to know that 
you are “doing good” by 
raising bison.  

• Don’t be shy about discussing that you raise the animals with the knowledge that they will go 
to harvest. It’s all part of the natural cycle of life.  

• Talk about the positive role bison play in conserving natural grasslands, and that grazing 
bison on pastures is the best way to harvest the energy from grass. 

• Tell a little about how you raise the animals, and that you personally provide the 
management for the herd.  

 
Your booth helps tell your story. Make sure it's a good one. (Photo 
courtesy of Nebraskabison.com) 
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• Share some fun facts about bison (“Do you know that bison can jump six feet?”) Feel free to 
use the list of “factoids” at the end of this curriculum.  

• Dress the part, but make sure your clothes are clean and professional.  
•  Be ready for the first customer of the day. You don’t want to still be setting up your booth 

when people approach you to do business.    
 
Be prepared to answer these commonly asked questions with a quick, friendly response: 
 
• How long have you been raising bison? 
• How did you become interested in bison ranching?   
• Where are the bison raised? (This is a great opportunity to show photos of your farm/ranch to 

the customers). 
• Why is bison considered a healthy meat? 
• Aren’t livestock contributing to global warming? (Answer: No, bison help maintain healthy 

grasslands, which—in turn—help capture and store carbon from the atmosphere). 
• Are bison hard to raise? 
• Does your ranch have a mission statement or goals? 
 
The National Bison Association has many materials that you can distribute to your customers in 
response to questions about taste and nutrition. In addition, the National Bison Association will 
be producing new materials this spring specifically for farmers’ marketers.  
 
Through the resources provided by USDA’s Farmers’ Market Promotion Program, the NBA is 
also producing three brief on-line videos. The videos are a how-to course covering cooking with:  
• Ground bison;  
• bison steaks; and  
• bison roasts 
The association will be preparing some postcards and other materials that marketers can 
distribute to customers. These mateials will have a QR Code that customers can use to connect 
with thos videos.  
 
Sell the Nutritional Advantage of Naturally Raised Bison 
 

People are looking for alternatives to 
conventional grocery stores in part because they 
are concerned about highly processed food 
produced from plants and animals raised with 
pesticides, hormones, antibiotics, irradiation and 
genetic modification.  In contrast, most food 
found at the farmers’ market is minimally 
processed. Many farmers go to great lengths to 
grow the most nutritious produce and raise the 
healthiest animals possible by building their 
soil's fertility and giving their animals and 
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produce the nutrients they need to flourish in the ground and nourish those who eat them. 
 
When selling the nutritional benefits of bison, don’t hesitate to tell “the rest of the story,” as Paul 
Harvey used to say. 
 
Begin with the direct nutritional advantages of bison: low fat, high protein, high iron, good 
cholesterol profile, high in Omega 3 fatty acids, etc. You want to start here because this is the 
part of the story with the strongest direct benefit to the customer (i.e., eat bison and you’ll feel 
better and live longer). 
 
The rest of the story helps provide customers with confidence that bison is a truly healthy meat. 
Feel free to explain: 
• Growth hormones are prohibited by law in bison, and our industry code of ethics bans 

antibiotics not used for emergency health treatment; 
• Bison grazing on grassland are beneficial for the environment and help support healthy 

landscapes that trap carbon from the atmosphere; and 
• Nothing is more sustainable and/or local than bison…We live in a region that evolved under 

tens of thousands of years of grazing by bison. 
 
Work the Crowd 
 
If the farmers’ market you are participating in is quite 
large and attracts big crowds, don’t miss out on people 
who might not ever make it to your booth. Is there 
someone you know:  a teenager, uncle, father, or grandma 
who has an outgoing personality? Plant them as far away 
from your booth as possible with a handful of Ranch 
Profile Cards that they can hand out when they invite 
people to visit your booth. 
 
Many markets have rules limiting or prohibiting hawking 
(recruiting business beyond your booth), so check the 
rules beforehand.  
 
Use Companion Animals to Attract Shoppers 
 
A growing number of markets are “pet friendly,” meaning 
that shoppers can bring well-behaved dogs on leashes.  If 
you are in a pet friendly market, think about offering 
some bones, or pet treats. Not only will that provide 
additional revenue, but people brining their companion 
animals to markets are likely to be actively interested in 
visiting booths that offer a little something for Fido or 
Fluffy. 
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Consider Cross-Marketing 
 
Look around your market and consider opportunities to link up with fellow vendors on some 
cross-marketing opportunities. That vendor that sells spices and seasonings: Talk to them about 
offering some discounts on a joint purchase (“Buy two steaks and take this coupon to the Spice 
Shack booth for a 10% discount on their seasoning package”). Are there food trucks at your 
market? Talk to them about offering some items made with your bison meat. Be creative…there 
are generally lots of opportunities. 
 
 
Think Beyond the Market 

For bison producers, a farmers’ market stall is generally one initial step in building a larger direct 
marketing business. People that purchase and enjoy your meat are likely to want to buy it on an 
ongoing basis. Get their information and ask if you can put them on your email list. Or if you can 
send them some periodic promotional offers. Many producers who have developed sustainable 
direct marketing businesses began by building their customer list at their farmers’’ market booth. 
 
Keep your Stall Safe 

Toppling tents are the major safety hazard reported by farmers’ markets, so it is important to 
keep your stall secured.  
 
Safety begins with a sturdy pop-up booth. Don’t scrimp here. Your pop-up tents will take a lot of 
abuse during the market season, so make sure you buy something sturdy. The pins and legs on 
many cheap booths wear out quickly, so you’ll likely end up replacing those booths sooner than 
a more expensive, well-constructed unit. 
 
Then, make sure your booth is wind-
resistant. A gusty wind coming from just 
the right direction will cause a tent to 
become a very heavy, damaging projectile. 
But you’ll also want to make sure that they 
techniques you utilize in securing your tent 
doesn’t pose an additional safety hazard. 
 
Some suggested ways to secure tents 
include: hanging water filled gallon jugs 
from each corner high in the tent, or filling 
a PVC pipe with sand and hanging it from 
each corner and securing it to the bottom of 
the leg as well. Some creative ideas include 
hanging baskets filled with colorful flowers at each corner to create visible, attractive ballast. 
Tying the tent to your truck or market vehicle can also serve to stabilize it in the wind. 

 
Don't let your booth become a safety hazard. Make sure each 
leg has at least 35 lbs. of weight attached. 
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Anything placed lower than waist high can create another safety problem. The often-seen 
concrete block on each tent leg or a coffee can be filled with cement and attached to the tent with 
bungee cords can pose a tripping hazard if some strategy to alert customers to the tripping hazard 
is not employed. Sand bags at each tent leg require the same strategy of drawing the customers’ 
eye down to see the tripping hazard.  
 
Pop-up tents can become projectiles if you attach a banner underneath the tent canopy so that the 
wind has a sail to catch and make the tent off balance.  Try attaching a narrow banner all the 
around the visible edge of your tent instead.  Or, hang a hard, plastic lettered sign on the side 
running parallel to the wind.   

 
Scales and Equipment 

As mentioned before, some meat vendors bring their product in vans packed with coolers, while 
others use cargo trailers with chest freezers inside.   
 
Additional equipment can help you display your products to the public. Some marketers find it 
worthwhile to invest in insulated display boxes that allow you to display your vacuum-packed 
meat visibly to passers-by. The insulated cases need only ice to keep the meat frozen, and allow 
customers to see the product on display. One source of these types of display cases is Iowa 
Rotocast Plastics, Inc. (http://www.irpinc.com/). Some vendors have picked up attractive display 
cases by scouting out liquidation auctions for restaurants and grocery stores. Or, you may be able 
to find a business that is updating their refrigeration equipment, and will agree to let you have 
their old display boxes at a deep discount.  
 
If the weight of your products isn’t listed on the packaging, scales are an important piece of 
equipment. Scales must be for legal trade and made for commercial use. A legal-for-trade scale will 
be marked with:  
• A serial number;  
• A model number; and  
• Class III designation on the identification plate or seal.  
  
All scales must have an NTEP (National Type Evaluation Program) certificate of conformance. The 
scales must have been manufactured after July 1, 2003 to have this certificate.  
 
Scales suitable for farmers’ markets will have a 1/2 ounce or smaller or .01 pound or smaller 
increment.  Scales marked "Not Legal for Trade" are not acceptable. Baby scales or kitchen scales 
are two types of scales that are not legal. 
 
Signage Gets Them in the ‘Store’ 

Signs are the first thing that customers notice, so a professional-looking design is of the utmost 
importance. You want a booth that is visually appealing and will draw in a crowd. With only 
three seconds to grab the attention of the attendees, it is important to design your sign or banner 

http://www.irpinc.com/
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to be eye-catching without being too “busy.” It is advisable to hire a graphic designer for signage 
or choose a sign vendor that provides design assistance. 

 
It takes months to plan and properly 
prepare for participating in farmers’ 
markets. If possible, visit the different 
farmers' market venues you plan to 
participate in. If a specific booth is 
assigned to you, go ahead of time and 
take photos and notes. Knowing the 
space and the surroundings will help 
you plan the most effective booth. 
Allow at least a month (more would 
be better) for planning, design and 
production of the graphics you will 
use in your booth. When planning 
your booth here are several things you 
should consider: 

 
Visibility 
 
Visibility is the most important part of your signage. Make sure your sign and its message are 
visible from the typical viewing distance—and that the sign is distinguishable from its 
surroundings. Consider where it will be located and what obstacles may be in the way. Make 
sure that your sign/banner is located where it can be easily seen from most of directions and 
angles. 
 
Readability 
 
Many factors play a part in the readability of a sign or banner, including type font style and size, 
color and images. Contrast will make the lettering appear larger, and will make the sign easier to 
read. Studies have shown that black letters on a yellow background or yellow letters on a black 
background are the easiest color combinations to read, especially at a distance. 
 
Use the chart below as a guide for the type size you will need on your signage or banner based 
upon the farmers’ market venue. 
 
Letter  Maximum Best 
Heights   Readable Distance  Impact 
 
 3”  100’  30’  
 4”  150’  40’  
 6”  200’  60’ 
 8”  350’  80’  
 10”  450’  100’  

 
Signage should be large, simple, and easy-to-read. (Photo courtesy of 
Ohio Bison Farm) 
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 12”  525’  120’ 
 15”  630’  150’ 
 
Information from the United States Sign Council (USSC) 
 
According to the Outdoor Advertising Association of America, the highest visibility color 
combinations to use on your custom sign are:  

• black on yellow, black on white, yellow on black 
• white on blue, green on white, blue on yellow 
• white on green, white on brown, brown on yellow 
• brown on white, yellow on brown, red on white 
• yellow on red, red on yellow, white on red 

 
 
Enhance Using Color and Images 
 
Advertisements with photos have 300% 
greater recall than ads without photos, 
according to the Pennsylvania College of 
Optometry.  Signage at your booth is 
essentially an ad saying, "Come over 
here.” That’s a compelling reason to add 
pictures to your signs. One large image 
will get your message across more 
effectively than several smaller pictures.  
 
Think of billboards that you see 
alongside the highway. The billboards 
with the most impact are those that use 
one effective image. According to a 
marketing study conducted by 3M®, full-
color graphics have the highest awareness 
of all sign categories. Choose a color 
scheme that works with your logo, 
keeping in mind contrast. 
 
Market and Purpose Specific 
Signage 
 
You may want to consider more than one 
sign/banner that emphasizes either high or low-end cuts of meat depending on the season, what 
products you need to move or the particular market. If you are participating in markets that have 
a different clientele, you may want to consider creating different banners.  
 

 
Quality signage and attractive colors help draw customers 
into your "store."  Notice the clamp to keep things in place 
when the wind comes up. (Photo courtesy of Broomfield 
Farmers' Market) 
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One market may be comprised of customers who, when seeing an image of a filet mignon would 
ignore your booth thinking, "I can’t afford that.” On the flip-side, customers may be looking for 
the high-end cuts and will pass you by if they see a sign with a giant burger on it. Understanding 
your market will help you target them specifically. 
 
Also, using a sandwich-type dry-erase sign, or even a hanging dry-erase board can help you 
promote your daily specials. When combined with professionally printed banners and signage, 
these hand-written boards help communicate a personal-touch.  
 
 
Remember the Elements 
 
Weather can be damaging to signs and banners. When purchasing signs or banners make sure the 
sing-maker knows that it will be for outdoor use so the proper materials, inks and grommets will 
be used. Make sure that signs and banners are well secured and won’t flap or be blown over in 
the wind. 
 
Less is More 
 
When designing any signage, less can be more! Leaving space around the edges and not filling 
the space completely with your text will add impact to what you do use on the banner. Put a 
minimum of information, a tantalizing photo and short text to get them to come over to your 
booth. 
 

Developing a Relationship with Customers 

As mentioned before, you are selling more than a product. People patronizing farmers’ markets 
are seeking a relationship with the growers who produce the food. The key to establishing that 
relationship is to engage customers in a meaningful conversation, rather than delivering a 
standard “pitch.” 
 
Also, you’ll want to establish a solid core of repeat customers. Getting to know them is an 
important part of building repeat traffic.  
 
Getting to know their buying habits is the best way to start forming that relationship. Ask them 
about the types of meats they find desirable. Let them know what you are planning to have 
available during the next week, or the next season. If you build a strong relationship, your 
customers will begin to look at you as an expert. Do your homework so that you can answer their 
questions knowledgably.  
 
Don’t be stingy with your materials. Be prepared to offer brochures and educational materials to 
anyone that stops by to ask a question, whether it’s about you and your ranch operation, the 
bison animal, buffalo meat, the National Bison Association or anything else. Offer a meat cut list 
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or meat buyer’s guide.  Have “Why Buffalo” (compliments of the NBA) brochures available for 
customers to take home with them! 
 
Let your customers know about any specials you are offering. When customers offer feedback, 
listen to their advice and respond as appropriate. If possible, supply your regular customers with 
“custom cuts”, and extend specials and promotions to repeat customers. 
 
Establishing a relationship with your customers also requires that you be a reliable supplier. 
Your customers will come looking for you when they visit the market, and will be disappointed 
if you decided to “take the week off.”  
 
Remember to be flexible about the change in consumer demands. And let your customers know 
about any changes in anticipated availability of products. For example, as a small producer, you 
may not have tenderloin available at all times.  Therefore, take “pre-orders” for a select group of 
repeat customers for the cut.  Even with pricing at a premium, your steady customers will 
appreciate being “first in line” for these high-demand cuts.  

 
 Once you get started, you’ll learn which of your customers like 
specific cuts over others.  Your market may be driven by customers 
who prefer steaks over roasts (or vice versa).  Adjust your pricing 
accordingly to keep your supply in balance. And, focus your 
marketing materials to encourage customers to extend their purchase 
to include some of the products you have in ample supply. This will 
alleviate you from selling out of all your steaks in one week, leaving 
you with nothing but burger for the weeks ahead!   
 
Work on recognizing your customers and developing a conversation 
thread that extends from market day to market day. For example, if 

you offered them a chuck roast recipe the previous week, ask them how it worked out. People 
appreciate businesses that treat them as individuals.  
 
Even if a farmers’ market visitor leaves your booth without a purchase, send them on their way 
with a positive and lasting impression. They may be back next time with the intent to purchase.   
 
Here are some other tips on establishing a relationship with your customers:  

• Advise your customers of year-round calendar events 
• Advise your customers of bison meat cuts and specials 
• Encourage them to visit your website (if you have one) for more information 
• Encourage them to like your Facebook page, or to follow you on Instagram.  
• Have a pad of paper available in your booth where customers can provide their names 

and contact information so that you can keep them informed by mail or email.  
 
 
 

 
A variety of cuts and packs 
helps appeal to a larger pool 
of potential customers. (Photo 
courtesy of Yankee Farmer’s 
Market Buffalo Farm) 
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Maximize Social Media Opportunities 
 
Bison is perfect for promotion on social media, so take advantage of every opportunity. Few 
people will want to follow “Ron’s Plumbing Service” on Facebook or Instagram, but people love 
to see pictures of bison, and to get information on recipes, health benefits, environmental 
benefits, and “fun facts.”  
 
Take some time before the first market to develop an attractive Facebook page, with your logo, 
location, and lots of photos. Posting photos on Instagram will also get people’s attention.  Then, 
actively encourage shoppers at your booth to like you on Facebook and to follow you on 
Instagram. 
 
Don’ stop with your own Facebook and Instagram accounts. Think bigger. 
 
Most markets maintain their own Facebook, Instagram and Twitter accounts, so don’t be shy 
about promoting your products there. For example, you can get some interest with a post on the 
market’s Facebook page saying, “Bob and Rita at Fee Roaming Bison Ranch are bringing some 
thick-cut Strip Steaks to the Metro Farmers’ market this Thursday. Perfect for a cookout, or for a 
weekend dinner for two!” 
 
There are a growing number of neighborhood websites that can help promote your products. 
These websites are targeted to residents living in a specific neighborhood or geographic regional, 
and often offer services like dog walking, babysitting, handymen, and other information. If your 
market is in that neighborhood, you should consider posting information that will encourage the 
locals to come to the market and visit your booth. 
 
Also, look to enlist some outside help in promoting your market. There are a growing number of 
bloggers around the country who love to promote local food, healthy living, and rural lifestyles. 
One may live in your area. If so, consider reaching out to invite her or him to visit your ranch, 
and to try your products. 
 
We cover social media resources in more detail in the following chapter.  
 
Don’t Expect Instant Success 

Even with all the work in developing your booth and promoting your business, don’t expect 
instant success. Shoppers come to farmers’ markets looking to buy the freshest produce around, 
so they will clear out the produce vendor’s offering fresh peaches the first week they are 
available. From ecperience, those shoppers know the taste of a fresh peach. 
 
Bison is a bit more of an unknown commodity for shoppers. It’s like that the first couple of 
weeks at the market will have a high number of people who stop by, but don’t buy. However, as 
they pass by your booth each week, they’ll realize that you are an established business.  
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Sampling and Demos 
 
Bison is a sensory product. While an attractive display can help draw customers into your booth, 
the aroma of bison cooking, and the taste of the product can be valuable marketing tools. After 
all, who can resist the rich aroma or intense taste of a bison sirloin. See Chapter Four for More 
Information on Sampling and Demos. 
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Appendix 3: Some Thoughts on Key Marketing Messages 

 
As you develop your marketing and promotional materials, consider how you will craft your 
message. Here are some key messages that underscore the value of bison.  
Great Taste:  People are rapidly discovering the deliciously healthy taste of bison/buffalo. 

Buffalo meat tastes similar to fine beef, with just a slightly sweeter and richer flavor. Bison is 
naturally flavorful and tender and can be prepared much the same as beef. Publications and 
major magazines are heralding 
bison as the meat of the 
future. 

Good Nutrition:  Research by 
Dr. M. Marchello at North 
Dakota State University has 
shown that the meat from 
bison is a highly nutrient 
dense food because of the 
proportion of protein, fat, 
mineral, and fatty acids to its 
caloric value. Comparisons to 
other meat sources have also 
shown that bison has a greater 
concentration of iron as well 
as some of the essential fatty 
acids necessary for human 
well-being. Readers' Digest magazine has even listed bison as one of the five foods women 
should eat because of the high iron content. 

Sustainably Produced: Bison evolved in concert with the ecosystem of North America, and 
helped shape the grassland environment. Today, they spend their lives on grass, much as they 
always have, with very little time in the feedlot. They are not subjected to questionable drugs, 
chemicals or hormones. The members of the NBA feel so strongly about this that they have a 
resolution opposing the use of these substances in the production of bison for meat.  

Protecting the Environment: Food in the U.S. travels an average of 2,000 miles to get to your 
plate.  All this shipping uses large amounts of natural resources (especially fossil fuels), 
contributes greatly to pollution and creates excess trash with extra packaging.  Conventional 
agriculture also uses many more resources than sustainable agriculture and pollutes water, 
land and air with toxic agricultural by-products.  Food at the farmers’ market is transported 
shorter distances and grown using methods that minimize the impact on the earth. Bison 
producers actively work to create and sustain cultivated landscapes that are complex, diverse 
and balanced biological systems.   

Humane Animal Management:  While being raised, animals are allowed to engage in the 
natural behaviors that are important to their wellbeing, and are harvested in ways that 
minimize stress to the animals and the environment.  Producers use animal production and 
harvesting practices that are supported by current sustainable agriculture research and 
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knowledge.   
 
Great Value:  Bison falls into the gourmet or specialty meat category at your supermarket or 

meat market.  The value of buffalo is not what you pay, but what you get in return. 
Nutritionally you are getting more protein and nutrients with fewer calories and less fat. 
Buffalo is dense meat that tends to satisfy you more while eating less. 

 
Industry Data & Statistics: 
 
162,000:  Number of bison in the United States residing on private ranches and farms according 

to the 2012 USDA census. 
392,00:  Number of bison estimated to be in North America in 2017 
2,564:  Number of private U.S. ranches and farms raising bison.   
30 - 70 Million:  Estimated North American herd size prior to 1600.   
Less than 1,000:  Estimated number of bison prior to 1900 before efforts were made to preserve 

and restore the species.   
65,000:  Number of bison slaughtered under federal and state inspection in 2016 in the U.S.  
270-285:  gestation period in days for a bison cow.   
40-50 pounds:  approximate weight of a newborn calf.   
20 years:  average reproductive life span of the average bison cow.   
18-30 months:  age of a mature meat animal.   
2.42:  grams of fat in a 100-gram serving of cooked bison.   
10.15:  grams of fat in a 100-gram serving of cooked beef.   
10.97:  grams of fat in a 100-gram serving of salmon. 
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Chapter Four: Product and 

Promotion 
 
 
The Product is Key 

People need to have a reason to come back. The best way to assure repeat business is to follow 
the old cliché: “Have a quality product at a fair price.” 
 
Customers develop loyalty to farms based on price, quality, the range of offerings, and their 
desire to support local farmers. Those customers also value the personal connection they feel 
with you and your farm.  
 
If you are selling packaged bison meat, it is advisable to always keep a good variety of cuts on 
hand.  Experience is about the only way to learn the best way to cut your bison for your 
customers.   
 
With the variety of different cuts of delicious and healthy bison meat - steaks in the spring, 
savory bison burgers in summer, or bison roasts in autumn - you reconnect with the earth, the 
weather, and the turning of the year. 
 
Remember, though, there is a big difference between variety and inconsistency. Variety keeps 
people coming back; inconsistency will keep them away. Repeat business starts with getting it 
right the first time.  
 
More burgers in patties tend to be sold during the grilling season and more one-pound packages 
of ground are sold in the cooler months.  Stew meat in the winter is the same as kabob meat in 
the summer.  Bratwurst and hot Italian sausage sell well during the grilling season.  Roasts of all 
types sell better in the cool season, and whole loins sell well around the holidays but are in less 
demand throughout the remainder of the year.   
 
Product and Packaging 

Once you’ve determined what types of products you are going to market, it’s time to turn your 
attention to the packaging. Part of your packaging design can be guided by your creativity. Other 
parts are bound by regulation. Regulatory requirements will always win out over creativity. 
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All meat sold in the commercial 
marketplace today must be inspected. 
Some states require meat to carry the 
USDA inspection label on all packages. 
Other states will allow either USDA or 
state-inspection on meat. Remember that 
bison is treated differently than beef 
under the federal inspection rules and 
that bison processed in a state-inspected 
facility in one state can be sold in 
another state. Chapter Two covers the 
specifics of inspection and labeling 
regulations.  
 
Some states also have specific 
regulations regarding how meat can be 
sold in farmers’ markets. Some states 
allow raw meat to only be sold as frozen in farmers’ markets. Check with all the regulations 
before finalizing your packaging design.  
 
Your meat processor should be familiar with these regulations, so work with them as you 
develop your packaging. Also, be sure to determine whether your processor can print the weight 
of each item on the packaging. This can alleviate the need to have a scale in your booth.  
 
Meat can either be sold as paper-wrapped or vacuum wrapped (commonly called Cryovac®). 
Use vacuum packaging if possible. It allows the meat to be visible to the customer. People want 
to see what they are buying, and paper-wrapped products convey a certain degree of “mystery 
meat.” Bison meat is already largely an unknown product to many shoppers, so don’t compound 
the mystery. 
 
Some producers prefer one steak per package, others prefer two per package.  Carefully monitor 
the reaction that visitors to your booth have to your packaging, including the pack size. Then 
adapt to fit their needs.  
 
Regardless of what type of packaging you use, each 
package should be sold to your customers with a label. 
 
Simple labels (with no “brand”) are as easy as listing the 
following: 

• The cut of meat 
• The appropriate inspection label 
• Safe Handling Instructions (see at right) 
• Your bison farm or ranch name, which helps the 

customer identify YOU!  This is good marketing 
for repeat customers.  

 
Quality packaging conveys that the meat inside is high quality as 
well. (Photo courtesy of Yankee Farmer’s Market Buffalo Farm) 
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• Location, stating only the town/city and state will suffice.  Your customers do not need 
your complete physical address. 

• Your telephone number or e-mail -- always a great idea in case customers need to contact 
you.  They may have questions regarding cooking tips, recipe ideas, or want to place 
another order. 

• Website address.  Always a good idea.  It’s an easy way for them to “discover” more 
about you and offer the website suggestion to their friends! 

 
A little “romance” verbiage can be useful, but be careful about making any special claims in 
your packaging labels. For example, the USDA Food Safety and Inspection Service regulations 
prohibit the use of the term “extra lean” on packaging unless the product is verified to contain 
less than 5 grams of total fat, less than 2 grams of saturated fat, and less than 95 milligrams of 
cholesterol per 100 grams. The National Bison Association has information regarding allowable 
nutrition claims in the members’ section of the association’s website (www.bisoncentral.com).  
 
“Grassfed” is growing in popularity as a label claim. In 2007, The USDA Agricultura Marketing 
Service developed a definition for USDA Certified Grass-Fed products, and the American 
Grassfed Association established a similar certification program shortly afterward (the AGA 
standards also address confinement issues, while the USDA definition focuses solely on the feed 
regimen). The Agricultural Marketing Service withdrew its definition in 2016, but the USDA 
Food Safety and Inspection Service (which governs labeling requirements) appears likely to 
continue using the AMS language as the accepted standard for a grass-fed label claim. 
 
In the farmers’ market setting, many producers assure their customers of their grass-fed protocols 
simply with photos of their ranch. 
 
Packaging and regulations will also be governed by WHAT you’re going to sell.  Are the bison 
meats going to be sold frozen, ready to be prepared by the consumers in their own home/kitchen? 
Or are you planning on making bison chili and selling it by the cup vs. the bowl?   
 
Vendors selling prepared foods must comply by an additional set of federal and state regulations. 
In addition to USDA labeling requirements, you’ll have to comply with FDA regulations, as well 
as those of your state and county health departments. Those regulations will include procedures 
for sanitation procedures, and for food preparation.  
 
Sampling and Demonstrations 

Sampling is the great tool in a farm marketer’s bag of tricks. Jerky, snack sticks and other pre-
prepared shelf-stable products are wonderful for sampling. According to one marketer, “Four out 
of five people who sample our jerky or meat sticks will buy that day and most will become 
repeat customers". 
 
Sampling fresh-cooked items adds to the aroma of a stall and can help draw traffic.  Having 
someone as part of your market crew who knows how to cook, enjoys it, and can explain how to 
prepare a cut is a real plus to sales. One marketer reports, “One day we were overstocked on 

http://www.bisoncentral.com/
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London broil.  We took our tailgating grill to market and cooked one piece of meat, gave out 
over 300 bite-sized samples, and sold 23 London broils.  The residual effect of that tasting lasted 
two more weeks until we were sold out of our backlog of that cut.” 
 
But remember, sampling may involve some additional rules and regulations. Many state health 
departments define sampling as “A food product promotion where only a bite-sized potion of a 
food or foods is offered free of charge to demonstrate its characteristics. A whole meal, 
individual hot dish or whole sandwich is not recognized as a sample. If you stay away from the 
whole meals, ready-to-eat dish, etc., you’ll likely not have to get a foodservice permit.  
 

Each sample needs to be pre-cut, 
adequately protected from insects and 
other forms of contamination, and 
served individually. That is, each 
sample needs to be placed in an 
individual cup or plate or served with 
individual toothpicks. (You should 
provide plenty of waste containers to 
dispose of these items.) At no time 
should a customer be able to touch any 
sample that is not theirs. A helper that 
controls the samples is important and 
will prevent any cross contamination 
and will allow the cook to “sell” the 
product. That helper should be careful 
to avoid touching the product and 
avoid contamination of any utensils 
used to portion out the samples. 
 
Food safety is just as important in sampling as in any other facet of the farmers’ market booth. A 
foodborne illness traced to a sample of bison meat could be devastating not only to your 
business, but also to the larger bison industry. It’s important to note that the vendor offering 
samples assumes all liability and should look carefully at every step to make sure their samples 
are as safe as possible.  
 
See the checklist at the end of this chapter for more information on the requirements for 
sampling. 
 
Learn Cooking Tips, Recipes, and Meal Ideas 

Few grocery store cashiers or produce stockers will give you tips on how to cook the ingredients 
you buy, but farmers, ranchers, and vendors at the farmers’ market are often passionate cooks 
with plenty of free advice about how to cook the foods they are selling.  
 
As a vendor of bison products, it’s useful to know the “skill level” of your customers. Many 

 
Sampling is one of the strongest tools in a bison marketer's bag of 
tricks. It also involves additional work and regulatory oversight. 
(Photo courtesy of the Broomfield Farmers' Market) 
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first-time visitors to your stall will be new to eating bison as well. They may be nervous about 
cooking bison. You can ease their fears with some simple cooking tips, along with some recipe 
cards. Once again, the best advice is to keep it simple. Don’t overwhelm newcomers with 
elaborate instructions or recipes. A few simple tips will get them started cooking bison, and keep 
them coming back as repeat customers.  
 
Other customers may be experienced gourmands who are familiar with preparing bison. For 
those customers, have some “secret tips” at the ready to offer them as a new twist on preparing 
bison.  
 
Your customers will be looking to you as the expert, so make sure you have the expertise. 
Experiment at home with new recipes and ingredients, so that you can share your success stories 
with customers firsthand.  Your customers will have more confidence if you can tell them, “I like 
to cook my pot-roast low and slow---with a cup of red wine,” than if you simply say, “I read in 
Bon Appétit that you can cook a good roast by….” 
 
Promote “Unique” Cuts Not Available in Retail Outlets 

Have a good variety of cuts on hand.  This includes bison burger, roasts, steaks, stew meat, and 
rib cuts.  Experience is about the only way to learn what is the best way to cut and package bison 
meat for your customers. 
 
Take a variety of select bison meats with you to the farmers’ market, so you project a 
professional image.   
 
Explain to your customers how to prepare “unique bison cuts” (example: flank and skirt steaks) 
and offer tips and suggestions and recipe ideas 
that have worked for you!  This can help ensure 
they have a satisfying experience with bison 
meat and will come back wanting more! 
 
Connecting with Chefs 

Establishing a farmer-chef relationship can be a 
challenge, but can also pay great dividends. In 
some areas, farmers’ markets and/or organized 
sampling events have brought farmers and 
chefs together to talk about seasonal product 
availability, locally preferred meats, their 
varieties, volume, and post-harvest handling 
and delivery logistics.  
 
A growing number of restaurants are 
developing ongoing relationships with local 
growers to distinguish themselves from the chain establishments. Bison represents an 

 
Local chefs often visit farmers' markets to pick up 
produce for their restaurants. Don't be shy about 
approaching them with information on bison. (Photo 
courtesy of Broomfield Farmers' Market) 
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opportunity to set a restaurant apart from the crowd. 
 
Never hesitate to directly approach local chefs. Every type of restaurant has its own needs.  
You’re just going to have to find out if your operation can address those needs, whether they are 
seasonal or year-round. 
 
Also, be on the lookout for local chefs visiting your farmers’ market. Many chefs make a point 
of picking up some local produce each week to add flavor to their menus. Invite those chefs into 
your booth and provide them with information (and samples, if possible).  
 
Chapter Five has more extensive information on developing an ongoing relationship with local 
chefs and restaurants.  
 
If you do establish a relationship with a chef or restaurant, work to make sure that it is a two-way 
street. If a chef agrees to put your items on the menu, offer to let them have a display in your 
booth during market season.  Or, invite them (or their assistant) to come to the market and 
provide a cooking demonstration. It’s a great way to promote both the restaurant and your 
product. You’ll likely need to get prior approval from the market manager, and the local health 
department, but it can be well-worth the effort. 
 
 

Make the Most of bison Hump Day 

The National Bison Association has launched a light-hearted, fun 
campaign called Bison Hump Day. It’s a logical extension of 
Meatless Mondays and Taco Tuesday. The point of the campaign is 
to get people to 
consider incorporating 
bison into the meal-
planning on 
Wednesdays.  

 
This campaign has caught on with social media and 
is an opportunity to have some promotional fun at 
your booth.  
 
The National Bison Association created some 
“swag” to promote Hump Day. One item available 
to farmers’ market vendors are the colorful glasses 
with the Hump Day message in the lenses. Handing 
these out to kids (and adults) are you market booth 
will guarantee some walking promotion at the 
market. 
 
 

 

 
Hump Day glasses turn customers into walking 
advertisements for bison. 
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Develop and Execute a Promotional Plan  

Once you’ve developed your label, developed the specific cuts and products you plan to sell, and 
identified your customer base, it’s time to start developing your promotional plan and materials.  

 
Promotion/ Planning: 
 
Types of promotional items include: 

• Brochures, fliers and mailers for direct marketing pieces. 
• The packaging label of your product.  (If you're selling meat, be sure and include your 

business/ranch name, telephone number, website address and a simple and clear message to 
your customer).  You should put this on every package. 

• Signs/banners for your farmers’ market booth, your ranch and your ranch vehicles. Magnetic 
signs are an excellent choice, but take care to make sure that the vehicle surface and the back 
of the sign are clean to avoid scratching the paint. Also, the National Bison Association has a 
supply of 10 ft. high feather flags that can attract attention to your booth. 

• Low-cost media advertising such as local newspapers, internet, radio, etc. 
• Your farmer’s market booth and its presence in local events! 
 
If you design your own promotional items, always keep your audience in mind; highlight the 
message that connects with your potential customers.  Keep the message simple so you can 
convey it to your customers without overloading them with too much information. If you have a 
website, Facebook page or Instagram account, be sure to direct them there for more detailed 
information. 
 
One marketer reports that snack sticks and jerky sales can account for 25 percent or more of 
daily sales at the farmers’ market because people (especially kids) get hungry walking around 
looking at food.  A convenience package with four individually separable burgers on a sheet, 
designed for 1-2-person households, will appeal to shoppers because the packaging is user-
friendly.  While we hope to continue to develop our level of understanding and sophistication in 
packaging and promoting our meat, maintaining the core value of 
the farmers’ market customer/farmer relationship will overcome 
all the gimmicks and tricks of the trade we can devise.”  
 
Promotional Materials  
 
The National Bison Association has a variety of marketing 
materials that have been professionally designed. These materials 
are available to NBA members at a fraction of the cost it would 
be for an individual business to have them developed and  
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produced. The materials include: "Why Bison?" brochure, food photography, recipe cards, two 
different cookbooks, a magazine style publication, table tents, hang tags and newly added and 
designed materials specifically for use at farmers’ markets.  Also available are Ranch Profile 
cards, pre-designed cards on which more detailed information about your ranch can be imprinted 

for handing out to customers. 
 
as mentioned previously, the NBA is preparing three short 
on-line videos on "How to cook with Bison." Additional 
materials are available to provide to customers to assist 
them in accessing those videos.  
 
Please refer to the catalog that can be found in the back of 
this notebook with detailed information and images of these 
marketing materials, or visit www.bisoncentral.com. 
 

Guidelines for Writing Text for Your Marketing Materials 
 
If you plan on creating your own marketing materials, please consider the following: resist the 
urge to write a lengthy description of your farm and products, but this is a big mistake.  
Customers have a limited amount of time and attention to spend at your booth. Grab them 
quickly with a short, memorable message.  
 
Consider these factors when preparing to write the description: 
• Use bullet points 
• Don’t get too technical 
• Get straight to the point 
• Identify the benefits of what you offer. 
 
Create an easy-to-remember headline. As with body copy, short and sweet headlines are going to 
be easier to remember than long, drawn-out headlines. Get straight to the heart of your message. 
(See Appendix 3a for some key marketing messages that you can incorporate into your 
materials.)  
 
Consider Hiring a Professional 
 
Unless you have a background in graphic design, it is likely that what you create and print from 
your desktop printer will look a bit amateurish. A professional graphic designer can give you the 
quality look you want to portray to your customers. When interviewing a designer always get 
referrals, look at their portfolio, discuss costs up front, be specific about your time frame, have 
all your images, logo and text ready, don’t piece-meal the information (it will end up costing you 
more), and always ask for your finished files from a project for archiving. 
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Create a Ranch Profile Card 
 
A Ranch Profile card is an optional printed piece.  
Buffalo information is printed on one side of the card, 
and ranch specific information is printed on the other 
side, including a logo and contact information.  A Ranch 
Profile card is designed to be an economical hand-out 
that acts as an expanded business card.  
 
Think Outside the Barn…Use Your Stall to Build 
a Bigger Business 

Sometimes it takes what we call “thinking outside the 
barn.”  People purchase food from farmers’ markets 
because they want to connect with the producers and the 
farms behind the product. 
 
As you develop your marketing plan, consider farm tours and other aspects of agri-tourism. 
Chapter Five contains information about building a business beyond your market stall, and 
Chapter Six focuses on Agritourism opportunities.   
 
Leveraging Public Relations 
Opportunities 

Promotion and marketing don't have to be 
expensive. Keep an eye out for stories in the 
local and national media—and on social 
media—that can provide you an opportunity to 
cultivate interest in your farmers; market booth. 
It seems that every week brings yet another story 
heightening the public’s awareness about how 
food is produced and processed. And, they 
provide a perfect opportunity for you to promote 
your business as offering food that is fresh, 
wholesome, and local.  
 
As a first step, be prepared to answer questions 
that customers will have about these stories. In 
answering the questions, don’t spend too much time bashing the bad guys, instead, turn the 
conversation into how you raise your animals, and process your meat, much differently than the 
conventional food companies.  
 
Local television stations often film footage at the farmers’ markets when a national story arises. 
Or, sometimes, the TV stations will come to the markets to do a feature on local food. Take the 
opportunity to hand the reporter and/or camera operator a card and brochure and invite them to 

 
TV news stations are always looking for stories with 
strong visual appeal. Bison fills the bill. (Photo 
courtesy of NBA) 
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come out and film some footage at your farm.  The media today loves good “visuals,” and there 
are few things more visually compelling than bison.  
 
“Buy local” campaigns are springing up across the country. These campaigns can engage 
consumers and promote purchases from farmers and ranchers. Look through the local media, or 
surf the internet, to find out about any buy-local movements in your area. Then, reach out to 
those groups with information about your operation.  
 
Create a marketing structure.  You may find yourself part of a larger organization of small 
farmers in your area that participate in the “Buy Fresh - Buy Local” campaign.  These campaigns 
are designed to reflect the wide array of products and the diversity of their operations, which 
include you-pick farm stands and markets and such varied goods as alpaca fleeces, humanely 
raised buffalo meats, and fruit and vegetables.  
 
Find low-cost and customized publicity materials to help you or your group start a “buy local” 

campaign.  Make your own postcards, fliers, banners, and direct 
mail pieces.   
 
You may even want to drop an email to the food editors of local 
publications and/or broadcast outlets.  Many local television 
stations have day-time feature programs targeted primarily to 
homemakers. Each show generally has a producer who lines up the 
segments for the broadcast.  It may take some legwork, but locating 
the contact information for that producer, and dropping them a note 
about your operation may result in some valuable publicity.  
 
Remember that reporters and researchers rely on the internet too.  
Having an accessible, easy-to- navigate website can multiply your 
promotional opportunities later.  
 
Call your local newspaper and offer to “tell a story” or submit an 
article that may draw interest to your operation.  (For instance, a 
bison ranch in Colorado called their local paper to have them do a 
story on buffalo when there was two feet of snow on the ground.  
The photographer took amazing pictures, and wrote a story about 

the resilience of buffalo in winter.  Bam!  The ranch operation’s phone was ringing off the hook 
with people wanting to buy buffalo meat!) 
 
A growing legion of bloggers are shaping the public’s opinion about what’s healthy and 
delicious.  The bloggers don’t limit themselves to food. Many bloggers focus on healthy 
lifestyle, family friendly activities and other topics. Many are referred to a Mommy Bloggers 
because they tend to be young women who host a blog as a business that allows them to work 
from home. They are located throughout the country, so there is a strong likelihood that there is 
one in your area.   
 

 
A growing number of boggers 
are focusing on healthy food. 
There may be a popular 
blogger close to your ranch.  
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Some bloggers operate on a “pay to play” basis, so they may ask for payment to promote your 
product. Others may be looking for new material so share with their readers, and will be more 
willing to provide free publicity. Inviting the blogger to visit your ranch is a great way to start 
establishing a relationship. 
 
Maximize your Social Media Potential 

Social Media has transformed the way that many people send and receive information. Social 
media provides a great opportunity to promote your business, including your presence at farmers; 
markets—but it’s important that you cut through the cyberspace clutter to get your message 
noticed. 
 
As a bison producer, you have a built-in advantage. People love to look at pictures of bison, and 
bison ranches.  Maximize this asset to draw attention to other aspects of your business.  
 
There are several types of social media 
tools available to bison producers and 
marketers. The first challenge is to 
determine which tools will be most 
effective. Then it’s important to develop a 
plan to make the best use of each. 
 
Many experts recommend choosing 2-3 
platforms to focus on and having a 
consistent content strategy. 
 
Website 
 
The internet has largely replaced phone 
directories, maps and guidebooks, so it’s 
vital that you have a presence.  
 
The first stop in on-line promotion and marketing is to develop a website for your farm and 
business. If you don’t have a website for your farm, it’s time to develop one.  
 
Your website is your face to customers and a tool to tell them the story of your ranch, your staff, 
your animals, your personal history – anything you want your community to know. You can 
keep the content fresh by adding a calendar of the farmers markets where customers can find 
you, as well as information about animals or seasonal recipes. If you tend to get the same 
questions at farmers markets, consider adding them to an FAQ Page and direct customers there 
to find out more about you.  
 
Your website is also an ideal place to put any relevant information about your ranching practices 
to answer questions from customers. This will allow you to more easily respond and engage on 
social media by pasting sharing links to your website. 

 
Mobile phones are rapidly changing how people receive 
information. This is a cost-effective opportunity to promote your 
business. 
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The good news:  You don’t need to be a copywriter or a computer expert to tap into millions of 
potential buyers, although maintaining a successful website can be challenging and time-
consuming.  Companies like GoDaddy and Intuit now offer user-friendly systems for designing 
your own website. That requires you to stay on top of updating the information. Website design 
services have become more affordable in recent years, so contracting this service out may make 
sense.   
 
Even if you don’t plan to sell your products over the internet or via mail order, hosting a website 
describing your farm, your location, hours, seasonal availability, meat cut list and other 
information makes good business sense. It can help establish credibility with your customers, 
and will let people know that you are really a local business (and not some fly-by-night 
operations). 
 
A website is also a terrific place to tell your story, but remember that a picture is worth a 
thousand words. Websites need to be visually stimulating with lots of photography and a 
minimum of text. Have a friend or relative with a knack for photography - or a local art student 
or newspaper photographer capture images of you, your family, key employees, your products, 
and a scenic view of your farm or ranch. Many excellent photographers are eager to get up-close 
and personal with a bison herd. You may be able to negotiate an arrangement where you have 
access to their photos as the “fee” for letting them come onto your ranch or farm. 
 
Strive to keep your website simple and easy to navigate. Bison is a clean, healthy, simple meat. 
Your website should reinforce that message. Resist the temptation to overload your website with 
flashing banners and fancy fonts.  
 
A basic website should include the 
following: 
 
Home Page: This is the entrance to 
your internet “store” so make it 
visually pleasing and simple. Make 
sure that the links to other sections 
are clearly labeled and easy to 
understand. 
 
About Us: People want to know 
about you. This section can describe 
your farm’s history, goals and 
values.   
 
Products and Pricing: This is where you can list all your cuts, the availability, and pricing. Be 
sure to include any other added-value items you may offer, such as skulls, pet chews or hides.  
 
Cooking with Bison: It’s always helpful to include recipes and cooking tips. 

 
Use your website to introduce yourself, and your ranch, to potential 
customers. (Photo courtesy of Nebraskabison.com) 
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Contact Us: Make sure that people know how to reach you.  
 
Calendar of Events: If you offer any farm tours, or are have a booth at festivals, this is a good 
site to list those activities. It’s vital, though, that you keep this area up-to date. If people find you 
are still listing last-year’s events, they’ll wonder whether your cuts and pricing are out-of-date as 
well. 
 
You can even create your own farm “blog”, a software tool that lets you post regular entries in a 
journal-type format to share news, recipes, or other ideas, as another measure to have an impact 
on your business.  
 
If you are marketing products through your website, there are some additional considerations. 
Identity theft is becoming a bigger problem every day. Your customers need to have confidence 
that your website is secure. You can use PayPal or other services that will allow people to 
provide their credit card and other personal information without fear of identity theft. And, 
provide regular and toll-free numbers for customers who prefer to use the phone.  
 
If you are shipping products, be sure to find a reliable and cost-effective shipper who will deliver 
products on time in good condition.  
 
As internet marketing has proliferated, online competition for consumers’ attention is fierce.  
Attracting buyers can be difficult when hundreds of other farmers offer similar products in 
catalogs or websites.  To stay in the game, you need to maintain a good website.  If it’s not 
current, a customer will zip away with a click of the mouse.  
 
Remember that reporters and researchers rely on the internet too!  Don’t hesitate to send a note 
about your website to the local media. Reporters love to have a database of useful contacts on 
hand, and to know where they can find good information on the internet. Having an accessible, 
easy-to- navigate website can multiply your promotional opportunities later.  
 
Consider your website as a part of a multifaceted “branding” campaign for your bison operation.  
Make sure your website has the same look and style of your business cards, brochures, T-shirts, 
and an attention-getting farm sign. Having a consistent look and style through these elements 
creates a signature “brand” image for your farm.  
 
Once you have a great website, you still must attract users.  Strive to get a good ranking on 
search engines like Google by driving people to your site from online links and e-mail alerts.  
Good web designers know how to improve your ranking by using keywords.  And, your website 
should be listed on every piece of communication you issue to your customers.  
 
Also, consider all opportunities to include your business on other websites. At the very least, 
make sure you are listed on the “Where to Buy” Section of the National Bison Association’s 
website at www.bisoncentral.com. Many people initiating their first search for bison on the 
internet end up at this site. The clickable map makes it easy for prospective customers to connect 

http://www.bisoncentral.com/
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with a local producer in their area. This service is free to all NBA members. And, you can 
include a link that will take people directly to your farm’s website.  
 
Many state departments of agriculture now maintain online directories of farms and farm stands. 
Make sure your farm is included on these, and if possible, feature your web address in your 
listing. Having links to your website appear on other sites will improve your ranking among 
results returned by internet search engines. 
 
List your web address and other information in online directories that strive to connect farmers 
and consumers, such as localharvest.org, eatwellguide.org and eatwild.com.  Most of these sites 
are eager for new listings and will allow to you to create a customized entry free of charge.  
 
Facebook 
Success on Facebook can be measured not only by your number of followers but by how 
engaged they are with your content, meaning do they like, comment and share. Shares have the 
most power to boost your business because you reach the friends of your followers in addition to 
benefitting from the added credibility of a personal recommendation.  
 
While it isn’t easy to capture lightning in a bottle with a viral post, it is helpful to keep in mind 
whether your posts have a shareable aspect – beautiful animal photography, specials, local 
events, farmers market specials, recipes using the cuts available at the market, video cooking 
tutorials and even Facebook Live videos from the market or your ranch as you’re preparing for 
market.  
 
When appropriate, request in the copy of your post that people share, like or comment. And it 
works both ways in that it’s important to also engage with content from other ranches, local 
businesses, customers, chefs, influencers and others. The more you engage the more others will 
engage back. Since posts and comments are easy to search, it’s also important to respond to 
questions and comments to show that the page is active. 
 
In recent years, success on Facebook has 
become more reliant on investing in 
boosted posts or other ads to ensure more 
people see your posts. These ads can be 
relatively low cost and effective if you 
have budget to run a few ads and test the 
results. The ads can be targeted by many 
categories, most useful being location and 
interests (i.e., cooking/food). 
  
Instagram 
Instagram can be the best choice when you 
have a knack for photography and don’t 
want to spend a lot of time writing posts. 
Instagram gained popularity by allowing 

 
Facebook and Instagram are valuable tools to engage 
with your customers. Promote your social media sites at 
your farmers’ market booth.  
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filters and photo editing directly in the platform so even a mediocre photo can become much 
more eye-catching with a few simple clicks before posting.  
 
Since Facebook purchased Instagram, you’ll find a lot of similarities in their offerings. You can 
now post ads and host live videos on Instagram. Additionally, you can link your Instagram and 
Facebook accounts and easily share Instagram photos on your Facebook feed. 
 
Most chefs, bloggers and other tastemakers post frequently on Instagram. Reaching out to a few 
that you like to build a relationship can be a great way to increase your exposure. For example, 
offer to share their recipes on your account or send them product to create a recipe for you to 
share. This is a good opportunity to tap into trends such as searching and sharing recipes that 
follow popular diets like Paleo or Whole30. Sharing a recipe for bone both or other trendy foods 
can also increase visibility. 
 
According to the latest industry insights, most people find new accounts to follow through the 
platform’s Explore feature rather than using hashtags. While hashtags can be a great way to track 
content, the platforms are looking for more sophisticated ways to help users sort through and find 
new content to engage with. Instagram doesn’t release its algorithm but it’s widely assumed that 
you should aim for 5-7 posts per week (about once a day) with 3-4 of those posts video. The 
more often you can use the Instagram Story feature the better. 
 
 
Twitter 
 
Twitter is a platform where you can engage in topical conversations and monitor what’s trending 
in news. It is personality-driven so the recipe for success is to have a point of view. Twitter 
doesn’t require as much time as the other platforms given the brevity of the posts but to do it 
well typically requires that you follow others and engage in online conversations about 
newsworthy (trending) topics you care about – ranching, animal welfare, sustainable agriculture, 
etc.  
 
It’s also recommended to share images and videos on Twitter to make your page more appealing. 
Other tips for finding new followers include looking for people that might be interested in your 
content by searching the follower lists of other ranchers, chefs, cookbook authors, food bloggers 
or members of your local community. Connect with those people and build relationships with 
them. 
 
Pinterest 
 
Pinterest is a social bookmarking site that people use to collect and share their favorite fins from 
the internet. The most searched category on Pinterest is food, making it an excellent platform for 
customers and bison lovers to find you. The platform has added filters for special diets, 
ingredients and lifestyle (i.e., easy weeknight recipes).  
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Pinterest is another great tool to highlight your content by creating different Boards, such as 
Holiday Recipes, Summer Grilling Recipes, Paleo Recipes, Beautiful Bison Pictures, and more. 
You can pin content from your favorite bloggers and chefs. Even if you don’t have time to 
manage a robust Pinterest profile, you can start by making your content pinnable and build from 
there. This way, you can direct farmers market customers to your Pinterest page for ideas about 
how to prepare bison. 
 
My Neighborhood 
 
MyNeighborhood.com is a secure, private social meeting place for residents of an individual 
neighborhood to meet, share and connect with people and services in their local area. 
MyNeighborhood.com is free for all neighbors and local associations. If you have a loyal 
customer that lives in the neighborhood of the farmers’ market., encourage them to mention you 
in their MyNeighborhood.com. 
 
Bison Finder 
 
Don’t overlook the National Bison Association’s Bison Finder App as a tool to help potential 
customers find you. Bison finder is an easy-to-use app that people can use to find bison meat in 
their area. To get listed on the app, just send your information to the NBA at 
info@bisoncentral.com.  
 
Utilize Other Social Media Sites 
 
Don’t limit your efforts to your own social media tools. Look around and take advantage of the 
opportunity to promote your business on other sites as well.  
 
At the least, your farmers’ market should have a Facebook Page and/or Instagram account in 
which it posts photos and information about the market. Jump on those sites to promote your 
booth. For example, the market may post an item on Facebook promoting the live entertainment 
being featured that week. You can reply to that message with something like: “Fox Creek Bison 
is bringing our local, grass-fed short ribs to the market this week. They’ll set your toes to 
tappin.” 
 
Farmers’ Market Directory 

 
As a part of the assistance provided by USDA’s Farmers Market Promotion Program, the 
National Bison Association is compiling an on-line directory of producers who offer their 
products at farmers’ markets. This includes a listing of the specific markets, locations, and 
times/days of operation.  
 

mailto:info@bisoncentral.com


 
Direct Marketing Resource Guide  

65 
 

The Power of the News Release 

Don't overlook the ongoing value of traditional media in your community. In many suburban and 
smaller-metropolitan communities, the local newspaper is still widely read by residents. And, 
many communities have monthly magazines and other periodicals that are distributed to all 
households. By issuing an actual news release, you increase your chance to get your story "told" 
as you'd like to have it told.  News releases can be helpful for both the marketer, and for the 
journalist if they are created properly.  
 
the news release must contain information that is useful, accurate and interesting. Reporters and 
editors also expect news releases to follow the established format outlined below. Journalists 
receive many press releases a day, and they have set standards and expectations that you must 
conform to just to have your release read, let alone published.  
 
By using the provided press release template, you can essentially fill in the blanks. In addition to 
the format below, you can use the template included as Appendix 4a, at the end of this chapter.  
 
1. For Immediate Release 
2. Contact: List contact name, company name, phone and fax numbers, e-mail and web address 
3. Headline or Title: The title should be centered, bold and larger than the body text. The 
heading of the press release should capture the journalist. It should be short and snappy, and 
hopefully grab the attention of the journalist and impress them enough to read on. Keep the 
headline to 80-125 characters maximum. Capitalize every word with the exception of” a”,” the” 
”an” or any word that is three characters or less. 
4. First paragraph: Begin with the city, state and date. This paragraph should be short with 
brief detail of what the press release is about, reiterate the headline and entice the reader to 
continue reading. 
5. The body of the press release: Put your important information at the beginning. The first 
paragraph should list who, what, when, where, why and how. The body can be one to two 
paragraphs that explain in detail: who cares; why you should care; where one can find it; when it 
will happen. Also, included in the second ‘informative’ paragraph is generally a quote that gives 
the release a personal touch. Touchy-feely stories go a long way with journalists. Press releases 
and news stories without a "human interest" angle are boring to journalists. The third and 
generally final paragraph is a summation of the release.  It also offers further information on 
your company, with the company contact information clearly spelled out. 
6. Last paragraph: For additional information on (subject of this release), contact "name” or 
visit www.yoururl.com. 
7. About your company: This is a brief description of your company and your products. 
8.The End: Indicate the end of your press release with either - END - or ### centered directly 
underneath the last line of the release. 
 
Tips for Writing Press Releases 
 
• Always use a clear, basic type font. 
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• Try to keep your press release to one page. If it exceeds that, type ”more” at the bottom of 
the first page.  The second page should indicate ‘Page Two’ in the upper right-hand corner. 

• Keep your sentences and paragraphs short. A paragraph should be no more than three to four 
sentences. 

• Your release should be between 500 and 800 words, written in a word processing program, 
and spell checked for errors. 

• Don’t forget to proofread for grammatical errors. 
• The mood of the release should be factual, not hyped. Don’t use a sales pitch as it will ruin 

your credibility with the reader. 
• Ask yourself, “How are people going to relate to this, and will they be able to connect?” 
• Make sure the first 10 words of your release are effective, as they are the most important. 
• Avoid excessive use of adjectives and fancy language. 
• Deal with the facts. 
• Provide as much contact information as possible: the individual to contact, address, phone, 

fax, email, and website address. 
• Make sure you wait until you have news with enough substance to issue a release. 
 
Sending Your Press Release to Media Contacts 
 
Create a database of media contacts so that when you want to issue a news release you are ready. 
One of the best sources is still your local Yellow Pages. Researching local media outlets on-line 
is a better method from the aspect that you can copy and select the information and paste it into a 
Word or Excel document, then manipulate from there. 
 
You can also use your media list to send personal invitations to the contacts to visit you at the 
farmers’ markets and special events you might hold at your ranch. The main media sources in 
any area are: 
• Newspapers; 
• Radio stations; 
• Local magazines; 
• On-line news sources. 
 
Other Promotional Opportunities 

Also, think about how you can promote your 
product in unconventional ways. If you have a 
van or trailer that you use to carry your 
booth items and your meat to market, don’t 
overlook the opportunity to create a 
traveling billboard.   Investigate the cost of 
having your van or trailer painted to 
promote your business. Many companies 
today offer “wraps” that will transform an 
entire vehicle into a promotional message. 

 
If you have space, and get agreement from your 
market manager, a photo booth can create a real 
buzz. (Photo courtesy of the Broomfield Farmers’ 
Market) 
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Make sure that your phone No. and other contact information is readily visible. And investment 
of $500 - $1,000 can easily be recaptured if the promotion attracts a couple new long-term 
customers.  
 
Having a large van offered an additional opportunity. Jack and his wife, Sandy invested $500 to 
decorate the van as a “buff-mobile” with NBA-provided meat pictures, etc. “Almost every time 
we stop at a shopping center, gas station or restaurant, someone will ask for a business card or to 
buy meat if we have some with us,” Jack said.  “All the other vendors at market know our van, 
so if a customer asks, 'Where are the buffalo people?' a quick point in our direction will make the 
connection.” 
 
Most new customers find the markets through word of mouth.  Vendors can capitalize on that by 
asking customers to bring a friend on a market day and (you will see) that day will be the one of 
the season’s high points for traffic and sales.  
 
Another suggestion is to inspire a group of farmers to sit down and plan together; group 
promotion is a major benefit. 
 
Capitalize on the Market’s Existing Promotional Resources 

Some markets send out weekly e-mail notices to the market's customer lists.  Each vendor is 
given the opportunity to write a paragraph and include a picture about what they will have at 
market that week.  While produce vendors use this to promote their featured fruit or vegetable of 
the week, buffalo growers should not pass on the opportunity to use this communication device.   
 
The people who sign up to be on the market's weekly e-mail list are a narrowly targeted group 
who want to know about you, what you are featuring at market that week, and how your animals 
like the current weather.  Posting a new recipe which features an item you have in good supply 
that week will help you keep a balanced inventory and will reduce the time you need to spend 
face to face discussing cooking tips at market when people are standing in line to give you their 
good money for your great buffalo!   
 
Some market managers post these vendor tidbits in the order in which they are received by the 
manager, so for best results, be among the first to post your weekly paragraph, and you will 
likely be at the top of the market's list - it's like being at the top of a Google search. 
 
Connect with Your Community 

 People patronize farmers’ markets in part for the food, but in large part also because the market 
is a community gathering place - a place to meet up with your friends, bring your children, or 
just get a taste of small-town life in the midst of a big city. 
 
Connecting with the larger community is an important way of strengthening the relationship with 
your customers. Pay attention to your market's publicity and community relations.  Valuable 
resources in the local community can help establish the success of a market.  Evaluate local 
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market conditions and make suggestions to the market manager regarding “how to raise the bar” 
of market presence and its standards. 
 
Finally, offer to donate to a locate charity or cause that can help put your business on the map 
with dollars out of your pocket.  (Example – choose a charity – offer to donate a “bison box” of  
meat and establish its value.  Make sure you have “done your homework” to establish if the 
setting in which your donation will be visible to an audience of potential future customers.) 
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Appendix 4a: Supply List for Cooking Demonstrations 

(Courtesy of the Kentucky Department of Agriculture) 
 
_____ Tent, if market not under cover  
_____ Plastic container with tight-fitting lids to protect utensils from contamination  
_____ Potable water – at least 15 gallons (You can’t have too much).  
_____ Three-compartment wash, rinse, and sanitize set-up  
_____ Dish soap  
_____ Sanitizer tablets or regular (unscented) household bleach  
_____ Hand wash station  
_____ Hair nets or caps for individuals who are involved in food preparation or cooking  
_____ Grill, hot plate, or other portable cooking utensil  
_____ An adequate supply of ice  
_____ Food service gloves – medium and large  
_____ Two coolers to use to store ice, product and for hand wash station setup  
_____ Two tables  
_____ Table cloths  
_____ Hot pads or pot holders  
_____ Trays for samples  
_____ Tongs (several sets)  
_____ Trash bags  
_____ Sani-wipes  
_____ Paper towels (minimum of two rolls)  
_____ Individual serving cups or plates  
_____ Disposable forks/spoons or toothpicks  
_____ Trash cans – one for the chef and one for samplers  
_____ Tape  
_____ Sign explaining the event  
_____ Road/yard signs  
_____ Business cards to give to media for further contacts  
_____ Copies of the recipes  
_____ Extension cord  
_____ Aprons and hats for servers  
_____ Knives, large and paring and others as may be appropriate  
_____ Bowls (large)  
_____ Skillet, if you are not using a grill  
_____ Spoons (large)  
_____ Cutting board(s)  
_____ Aluminum foil 
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Appendix 4b: Sample News Release 
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Appendix 4c. Host an Iron Chef competition 
 
Looking for a way to put a little more sizzle into sales at the farmers’ market? Just borrow a page 
from the televised cooking shows. Iron Chef competitions have become a popular feature on 
most of the cooking culinary channels. You can offer to work with your local market manager to 
host an event that will create great 
publicity for the market (and your 
product), and will attract new shoppers 
to the market (and your booth). 
 
Here’s the concept: The market will 
recruit at least two local chefs willing 
to face off in a competition at the 
market. Or, as an alternative, contact a 
local culinary school to invite at least 
two students to face off in a 
coemption. 
 

1. You offer to donate up to $xx 
of product to each of the 
contestant. Each contestant can 
contact you in advance of the 
competition to order their product, so that you’ll be sure to bring it to the market in 
thawed, ready to cook condition.  
 

2. The market agrees to set up a couple of cooking stations that the chefs can use to prepare 
an appetizer and an entrée. Each cooking station should have at least two burners on a 6-
foot table, with a separate 6-foot table available at each station for the food preparation. 

The market can also provide a 
gas grill for the chefs to chare 
during the competition. Also, 
the chefs will need a supply of 
potable water for cooking, and 
for clean-up. 

 
3. And, the market invites 2-3 

local celebrities (perhaps 
culinary writers or bloggers) to 
serve as judges. 

 
4. Then, publicize the event. 

 
When the contestants arrive at the 
market at a designated time, the market 
can provide them with s specified 

 
A cooking competition featuring local chefs or culinary students can 
create an event that draws customers, and media attention to your 
business. (Photo courtesy of the Broomfield Farmers’ Market) 
 

 
Inviting local bloggers and food editors to serve as judges can 
result in some additional publicity. (Photo courtesy of the 
Broomfield Farmers’ Market) 
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amount of cash or Market Bucks and allow the chefs to rest of the ingredients needed to prepare 
the bison appetizer and entrée they have selected. 
 
Then, at the appointed time, they fire up he burners and go to work.  Ideally, each chef will 
prepare enough for the judges, with some left over for market visitors to sample.  
 
The second annual Iron Chef competition conducted at the Broomfield Farmers’ Market at Holy 
Comforter Episcopal Church in Colorado last summer provided an ideal forum to showcase the 
versatility and flavor of bison in appetizers and main courses alike. Bison vendors can offer to 
help host similar events at farmers’ markets to promote their products to shoppers and area chefs 
alike. At the end of the appointed time, the judges caucus and announce their decision. 
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 Chapter Five: Building Business Beyond the 
Market Stall 

 

In many regions of the United States (particularly where buffalo production is prevalent), 
farmers’ markets operate on a seasonal basis. Unless you make enough during the marketing 
season to cover expenses during the downtime, you’ll need to think about developing a revenue 
stream during all parts of the year. Extending bison meat purchases beyond the market season 
involves many aspects of marketing and coordination. 
 
This is when you need to start thinking about leveraging your farmers’ market traffic into a more 
year-round business.  
 
Be open and flexible about your operation.  Ask yourself:   

• Will you offer “off-season” farmers’ market deliveries to the homes of your customers?   
• Are you located in an area that would be conducive to an on-farm store during the months 

which you’re not at the market?  
• Do you want to be involved in shipping meat to your customers?  
• Is there a local retailer or restaurant that will feature your products on a year-round basis? 

 
Carefully weigh the costs and benefits of each of these alternatives, and make sure they fit within 
your business plan, and the mission of your farm.  
 
Your farmers’ market stall is not only an opportunity to promote other aspects of your business, 
but also affords you the ability to collect information that can help you stay in touch with your 
customers for ongoing sales. 
 
Capture All the Info You Can 

Think of your farmers’ market booth as a customer recruitment center.  
 
During the market season, capitalize on the opportunity to “get to know” your customers.  Keep 
a clipboard at your booth and invite visitors to join your email and/or mailing list. Most people 
will be happy to give you their names, e-mail addresses, mailing addresses, and may even be 
willing to list the types of products they like to buy.  
 
If you have a Facebook Page, Instagram site, or Twitter account, encourage shoppers to “follow” 
or “like” you on those sites. This can be as easy as preparing a card listing your social media 
sites, and including that card with each purchase. Or, you could even offer a discount to shoppers 
who sign up to like or follow you on social media. 
 
The best way to collect the most information is to be low-key. Don’t be too pushy, or pry for too 
much personal information.  Remember, people come to farmers’ markets to a relaxing, 
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enjoyable shopping experience. They don’t want to feel as if they’ve stepped onto a used car lot. 
(See example below). 
 
One simple way to capture customers' contact information Is to offer to email them recipes and 
cooking tips. You can have a boilerplate message that begins with, "Thank you for stopping by 
our booth today, and for buying some of our locally raised bison meat. Here are some tips to 
make sure that you enjoy a wonderful eating experience…" Receiving that email shortly after 
purchasing a product at your booth will help establish an ongoing relationship with your 
customers.  
 
Use more than one tool to gather information. The fish bowl idea is popular at trade shows and 
works well at farmers' markets as well. You will need small slips of pre-printed paper for filling 
out name, phone number, e-mail address, etc. People usually expect to get something in return 
for their personal information. You could draw names and give away inexpensive stuffed bison 
toys or a sample of buffalo jerky every half hour, or one larger prize where the drawing is held at 
the end of the day and the winner will be contacted after the event. 
 
Another option that can be used or added to the fish bowl angle is simply to try to get customers 
to provide this information while engaged in a conversation. The” gift” to the customer is stating 
something like: "If you give me your contact information, we can send you special offers we 
have throughout the year and during the holidays, or, we can send you an invitation to our Ranch 
Day this fall". 
 
Then, start building your database. Gather your customers’ e-mail addresses and send them 
regularly scheduled e-mail announcements to advertise new products, special events, ranch 
events, your harvesting schedule, upcoming specials or seasonal offerings.  Advise your 
customers of year-round calendar events, and let them know of any seasonal meat cuts or 
specials available. (See the sample email letter below). 
 
You may want to include some recipes and cooking tips in your email communication. Again, 
you want to develop a relationship with your customers that involves more than simply selling 
products. 
 
For all customers and especially those customers who purchase sporadically throughout the year 
and on special occasions, try to capture information on their special dates (birthdays, birthdays of 
children and anniversaries). Then, you can send them an email or postcard  enticing them to 
celebrate with a special cut of meat, offered at a special price. This principle applies to all 
holidays as well, when people are willing to spend more for a high end cut of meat for a special 
occasion. 
 
Even if a sale isn’t made, you can use a special occasion to send a greeting from "your friends at 
XYZ Ranch.” This reminds the customer of you and lets them know you value them, thus 
building customer loyalty. 
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The Fringe Benefit 
 
Tracking birthdays and sending cards on every holiday sounds like a lot of work, but if the data 
is properly entered in a database this can be easily accomplished. Pulling up all birthdays for a 
month at the beginning of the previous month tells you how many cards, letters and/or emails to 
send and gives you time to decide what special offer you want to make. Not only is the potential 
for additional sales created, but your client will be so amazed by the fact that you remembered 
their birthday they won’t be able to help telling their family, friends and neighbors about you and 
your delicious, healthy product. Word of mouth advertising is the fringe benefit and it is 
invaluable! 
 
Follow-up and Evaluate 
 
The work doesn’t stop when the show is 
over. Ignoring lead follow-ups and post-event 
evaluations are missed opportunities for sales 
and improvement. Decide how leads will be 
handled, and set timelines for follow-up. 
Post-event evaluation allows you to improve 
how you set up and run your booth. Evaluate 
how the farmers' market went with your staff 
soon after and take note of what could be 
improved, eliminated or added. 
 
Follow-up for customers that purchased from 
you could include the following: 
 
• Promptly filling an order that couldn’t be accommodated at the farmers' market. 
• Sending a simple thank you email for purchasing bison. This is another opportunity to provide 
them with your contact information. 
 
Now, Build Your Database 

Once you have captured the information from your customers (and potential customers), it's time 
to put that information to work. The quality of how you handle your data effects multiple aspects 
of your business from billing to suppliers to marketing.  
 
The most common and widely used database program is Microsoft Excel. The program is easy to 
use and can be purchased individually or bundled with Microsoft Office. It is available for both 
PC and Mac platforms. If you don't have experience with a computer database program, it may 
be a worthwhile investment to receive minimal training in database management. 
 
Most bookstores and large retailers carry database training books for Microsoft Excel and other 
database programs. 
 

 
Information is gold. Be sure to capture as much information 
as possible and use it to adjust your marketing plans.  
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In addition to capturing information at your farmers' market stall, there are other opportunities to 
build and expand your database. Here are some commonly used techniques: 
 
• Website Data: Consider creating a short, simple survey or form on your website for 

gathering client information. Offer some type of benefit to get people to share their 
information with you such as, "To receive discount specials and information on ranch tours 
please fill out the form below.” SurveyMonkey Is a great tool for designing a simple on-line 
survey for your customers. 

• Referrals: Capitalize on your existing clients for referrals. It is probably safe to say that your 
clients who have purchased meat from you love the taste and the health benefits and they tell 
their friends about it. Give them a reason to give you the names and contact information of 
their friends that are interested in buffalo. For example, offer free steaks or a couple of extra 
pounds of burger with their next order for the names of three friends. 

• Purchasing Data Lists: Purchasing a data list for a direct mail campaign is very useful in 
certain situations. For example, a postcard mailing could be sent to residents within a three-
mile radius of the farmers’ market you will be attending for the purpose of attracting more 
customers to your booth. Direct mail is effective but can be costly. The data used for such 
mailings is rented; you do not own the data. It is copyrighted information and certain 
restrictions apply. Usually a list can be rented for one year and you can mail to or contact that 
list as many times in that year as you want, or the list could be a onetime use. Be sure to get 
all the details from your mailing house or on-line source before purchasing a list. Any person 
that contacts you from that list because of your mailing can be added to your database. 
 

Guidelines for Building a Database 
 
When building a database, follow these guidelines for clean data that can easily be used for all 
your in-house needs as well as by a mailing company for any direct mail marketing you may 
want to do. Before you start, think through all the ways you will want to use this data. You may 
want more than one database for different purposes.  
 
Beyond a basic client database for invoicing purposes, consider additional information that 
would be used to help accomplish your marketing goals and evaluate purchasing trends. A 
"client start date” that indicates the first transaction with a client can show you how many clients 
you gained in each year or month and the total worth of a client. You could code your products 
(i.e.: A = .25, a quarter of a buffalo, or B = steak variety package). This information will show 
you which clients order what cuts of meat. The information that you can input into a database is 
endless. 
 
Here are some basic tips for a computer database: 
 
• Be consistent with capitalization, punctuation and formatting. 
• Don’t combine information in columns. It is tempting to add a fax number in the phone 

number field, etc., but that will only cause problems later.  
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• Keep items separate to be able to manipulate the data in the way you will need to for multiple 
purposes. 

• Keep information in designated columns. Do not add a name in an address field or vice-
versa. This will result in messy data and cause major headaches. 

 
Don’t Ignore Social Networking 

Social networking sites like Facebook and Twitter are becoming an essential part of many small 
marketers’ operations. Both sites are easy to use, and offer a way to stay in touch with your 
customers. Gunpowder Bison in Maryland established a Facebook Fan Page last fall, and 
attracted more than 700 fans in a six-month period. Fans on social networking sites include not 
only customers, but chefs, journalists, friends, and other bison enthusiasts.  
 
Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) 

CSA, a marketing method in 
which members of a community 
invest in a local farm operation 
by paying up-front for a share of 
the harvest, has been growing 
steadily since it first appeared in 
the U.S. in the late 1980s.  The 
community idea carries over 
onto the farm itself, with 
members dividing the weekly 
harvest as well as the risk of 
crop failure.  Moreover, most 
CSA farms invite members to 
learn more about their 
operations through farm visits 
and volunteer opportunities. No 
two CSA farms are alike. Most supply fresh produce.  
 
CSA’s operate on a per-share basis. Subscribers will pay an annual “subscription fee” that assure 
them of a specific amount of produce and other items throughout the season. Some CSA’s also 
require an initial fee for joining the group. 

 

 
If you have a variety of products on your farm—or can partner with 
surrounding farms producing other products—a CSA program can provide 
an additional revenue source. (Photo courtesy of Yankee Farmer’s Market 
Buffalo Farm) 
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Farmers may ask members to come to the farm to pick up their shares, or farmers might deliver 
them to centrally located distribution sites.  Families run some CSA farms, while others involve 
groups of producers to supply additional goods.  Many CSA farms ask members to commit time 
and labor to the operation, which not only lowers costs, but also allows members to learn more 
about what it really means to produce food.  
 
Being part of the cooperative makes it possible for the growers to combine what they produce 
best or substitute for others’ crop losses.  Co-op members also learn from each other by sharing 
information about production issues like seed varieties and fencing options.  
 
As a bison producer, it’s not likely that you can operate a stand-along CSA unless you have a 
diversified operation with vegetable and fruit. produce as well. However, many CSA farms 
partner with nearby growers to provide their members with a variety of locally grown products. 
They want to provide their subscribers with a variety of unique products throughout the season 
(after all, the prospect of “discovering” new items throughout the season is a major incentive for 
people to sign up for CSA’s).  
 
Go on-line, or contact your state department of agriculture, to get a list of CSAs in your area. Or, 
check in with the produce vendors at your local market. Those vendors may operate a CSA as 
well as a market booth.  Then, you can initiate a discussion with the CSA operator about offering 
bison as a one-time or periodic part of their CSA shares. 
 

Sales to Restaurants and Retail Food Outlets 

Many restaurants are climbing aboard the local food bandwagon. Historically, restaurants wanted 
to source a limited variety of high demand cuts like tenderloin, strips and ribeye’s. Fortunately, 
many chefs and restaurants are taking a nose-to-tail approach to sourcing local meats for their 
menus. That provides an opportunity for you to work with the chef to provide products that you 
may typically have in excess (e.g. shanks for Osso Bucco).  
 
It’s important that you approach any relationship with the local chef as a true partnership built 
upon quality and dependability. Their reputation is on the line every time a patron orders a meal. 
When it’s a meal with bison, your reputation is on the line as well. 
 
Chefs and restaurant patrons pay premium prices for top quality, distinctive, locally grown 
products if they are available in quantities that warrant inclusion on the menu. Some states and 
regions have created marketing programs to encourage restaurants to feature local farm products, 
and an increasing number of restaurants identify farms in their menu item descriptions and in 
other promotions.  
 
Restaurants played an important role in introducing the public to bison over the past two 
decades. Many people who are leery about cooking bison may feel more confident in relying on 
a professional chef to prepare the product. 
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Today, restaurants are in fierce competition to distinguish themselves from their competition. 
Chefs and restaurant patrons pay premium prices for top quality, distinctive, locally grown 
products if they are available in quantities that warrant inclusion on the menu.  Bison offers a 
unique way for a restaurant to stand apart from their competitors. 
 
Cultivating this market outlet can require a lot of up-front work, but can serve as a valuable 
marketing opportunity. Restaurants, as a rule, are not in the habit of going out and looking for 
their products, but are rather accustomed to having everything delivered to the back door, 
inspected, cut to order and ready to serve. However, a growing number of chefs are highlighting 
their skills as butchers as well. Those chefs may want to buy sub-primals, or even entire sides of 
a carcass It’s important to identify the chef’s expectations, and then make sure that you can give 
them this type of service to maintain the account.   
 
Before approaching a restaurant about carrying your product, be sure to do your homework. 
Every restaurant has a different situation, different clientele and various needs.  Start by dining at 
the restaurant, and checking out the items on their menu and the types of customers they attract. 
It’s tempting to ask to speak to the chef while at the restaurant, but use good judgement. If the 
restaurant is busy, the chef is likely busy in the kitchen as well. If may be better to hand the wait-
staff your business card and explain that you would like to stop by and visit with the chef when 
he/she is not busy. The wait-staff can generally provide an idea of when the best time is to 
contact the chef.  
 
If a restaurant is already carrying bison from another local producer, we please leave that account 
alone. There’s enough new business out there; we don’t need to try and steal accounts that our 
fellow producers have carefully cultivated. 
 
Look to see if the restaurant is serving a variety 
of meats. If so, bison can make an attractive 
additional selection. If the restaurant is primarily 
catering to the beef crowd, you may get them to 
carry a couple of bison items for customers who 
want a low-fat red meat alternative.   
 
Before approaching any restaurant, be sure you 
can supply the product you are attempting to sell.  
If your supply is somewhat limited, you may 
want to approach the restaurant about featuring 
bison as a periodic special. If you have a larger 
supply, you can work with the chef to provide a 
steady supply.  
 
Keep in mind that your business success relies on selling “the whole animal”. If a restaurant 
wants to serve only bison steaks, you’ll need another outlet for roasts, ribs, and burgers. Chefs 
are becoming more familiar with cooking with bison every day, but you may still need to provide 

 
Independent restaurants look for ways to distinguish 
themselves from the national chains. Bison provides a 
great point of difference.  
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some one-on-one training. Again, use good judgement; many chefs have strong egos and view 
themselves as experts in all topics related to food. They may take offense to someone offering to 
“teach” them how to cook bison. Also, don’t offer to provide recipes unless the chef requests 
them. Chefs like to create their own unique dishes.  
  
Locally owned restaurants are a much better bet than franchises. Franchise operators are bound 
to follow decisions set at corporate headquarters, and usually have little authority to introduce 
items that aren’t on the pre-printed menu. Local and regional restaurants are increasingly 
attempting to distance themselves from the national chains by offering unique, fresh, local 
products.  Bison is a good fit. 
 
You may even want to develop some new products to present to these restaurants. Gunpowder 
Bison found success in approaching local restaurants with a Chip Steak, made from eye of round, 
sirloin tip and/or bottom round. The chips steaks can be presented as Bison Cheese Steaks or 
Bison French Dip.  
 
“The chefs love it and they also love the price-point. They can switch out their boring beef 
sandwich for something with a little flair. More importantly, we can cut roasts (that may have 
been ground) into Chip Steak and charge a higher price than ground,” says Nathan Stambaugh of 
Gunpowder Bison Co.   
 
Remember, though, that even though the restaurants want to offer something unique, they also 
expect uniformity and consistency.   The last thing a restaurant manager wants is a customer 
complaining that last time he ordered this steak it was a lot bigger, or leaner, or more tender, or 
whatever. 
 
Providing weekly availability lists can help educate chefs and other food service personnel about 
their options.  
 
Here are some tips for considering supplying local restaurants:  
• Upscale restaurants and specialty stores pay top dollar for quality produce and hard-to-get 

items.  
• Growers can expect a minimum of 10 percent over wholesale terminal prices for standard 

items at mainstream restaurants.  
• Most restaurants buy in limited quantities, and sales may not justify the necessary frequent 

deliveries.  
• Meat producers can offer a variety of cuts, and even bones for soup stock, but most 

restaurants will want fresh products.  
• Major selling points include daily deliveries, special varieties, freshness, personal attention 

and a brochure describing your farm and products.  
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Local Natural Food Stores 

The retail marketplace is rapidly changing. Whole Foods, which pioneered the natural retail 
channel, was acquired in 2017 by Amazon. That is a strong indicator that on-line shopping is 
forever changing the “brick and mortar” food retail experience.  
 
But Natural Food stores still offer a strong opportunity for a local bison business to connect with 
customers. Over the past two decades, hundreds of national, regional and local natural foods 
retail outlets have emerged. All are striving to provide customers with a point of difference from 
their competitors. Sourcing products from local growers is one of the leading areas in which 
those local stores and chains utilize to establish that point of difference.  This can be an excellent 
opportunity for you. 
 
These stores and chains generally have one individual who oversees the meat department, so 
make sure that you contact the right person. Be prepared to be flexible in working with these 
outlets. And make sure that they are willing to promote your “brand name” when selling the 
meat.  
 
There are a couple of important considerations when working with retailers: 
• Natural food stores generally expect to make a 35 – 45% margin on products in their meat 

case. That means that you’ll need to sell your meat to them at the appropriate wholesale price 
so that they can keep their prices in line with yours. 

• Make sure they are willing to help you move a variety of 
cuts. Some stores like to have one or two facings of 
buffalo, and will buy only one type of steak and some 
grind. You could end up with a lopsided inventory of 
slower moving items.  

• Make sure that you can supply them on a regular basis. 
While retailers recognize that there are seasonal 
fluctuations, they won’t tolerate having no product in their 
case at a time when customers are looking for it.  

 
Also, it is important to recognize that the retail stores are 
more focused on real estate, than on food. One of the key 
measures that retailers used to measure their success is “sales 
per square foot.” In other words, every square foot in the store 
(including the meat case), must generate a specific level of 
annual revenue. If a product doesn’t generate that level of 
revenue, it won’t stay in the meat case for long. 
 
If a retailer agrees to carry your product, work with the meat 
buyer to develop a promotional plant. Perhaps you’ll want to 
offer some discounts from time-to-time. And, be sure to 
promote those retail outlets on your website and other social media tools. 
 

 
Door Dash is only one of the home 
delivery services offering bison to 
customers. Many of these services 
strive to source local ingredients.  
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Online Grocery Delivery Services 

Amazon isn’t the only on-line delivery services. Home delivery services like Blue Apron, 
Organics to Go, Pea Pod and others are popping up all over the country. Even Walmart has 
gotten into home grocery deliveries. 
 
Many of the on-line home delivery services focus heavily on natural, sustainable, and healthy 
food products. Those services would love to include bison. Do some on-line research to see if 
there is a fit in your area. 
 
Online farmers’ markets are popping up in many metro areas. These online markets allow people 
to place an order, and then meet the markers at a central place for delivery to the customers’ 
houses. These clubs, however, often ask for wholesale pricing.  
 
 
Institutional Sales 

Some farmers today have been successful in marketing their products to institutions like schools, 
hospitals, and senior-care facilities.  Selling to schools can be challenging -- budgets are limited, 
many decision-makers are involved, and many schools no longer manage their own kitchens.  
But as public concern over childhood obesity grows, new opportunities for school food programs 
are opening in many parts of the country.  There’s increasing pressure for schools to replace 
Chicken Nuggets and Tater Tots with fresh, nutritious food. 
 
Working with school lunch officials requires significant lead-time and pre-planning. Lunch 
program managers are usually required to list their menus—and their product needs—up to a 
year in advance.  
 
Bison producers who have successfully introduced their product into school lunch programs have 
generally worked to include bison as an ingredient in a multi-ingredient meal. This allows the 
school lunch managers to balance the cost of the bison meat with some lower-cost ingredients.  
Privately run schools and institutions often have more flexibility than public schools.  
 
The website www.thelunchbox.org, contains valuable information that producers can use to 
approach their local school district. In addition, Chef Ann Cooper—known as the Renegade 
Lunch Lady—has emerged as a national leader in pushing schools to incorporate healthy food 
into their feeding programs. Her website is www.chefann.com.  
 
Farmers’ Market Season Extension 

While some farmers’ markets in the South operate year-round, markets further north tend to 
operate on a very seasonal basis. Many of those markets are considering options that will allow 
them to extend their season.  
 
Whether you are selling at a farmers’ market, or a CSA, or on your farm, lengthening your 

http://www.thelunchbox.org/
http://www.chefann.com/
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marketing season can be critical to spreading your workload and evening out your cash flow.  It 
can also help maintain relationships with customers and allow you to offer year-round 
employment to key employees.  While some farmers enjoy having off-season “down time” to 
make repairs or plan for the coming year, others find that practicing seasonal diversification 
makes for a more well-rounded farm enterprise.  
 
Season extension involves many details of building and planning in its conceptual stages. 
 
Test the idea of extending a popular farmers’ market bison “booth” through the winter months.  
Customers then get acquainted with the wide array of local products available year-round, while 
farmers gauge off-season demand.  
 
With the demand for bison year-round, there’s a real opportunity for farmers who are willing to 
take it.  Winter market season acts as a catalyst for providing more products year-round.  In 
winter there’s certainly more risk, but it’s worth it. 
 
Thinking creatively about how to maximize the overlap between peak demand and peak 
production is an important part of direct marketing. Sometimes, the key to capturing a valuable 
market is timing.   Having product in stock, year-round at the farmers’ market will command a 
price premium; the trick is to keep customers coming to your stand through summer/peak season 
and beyond. 
 
Another part of season extension has to do with understanding the seasonal preferences of your 
target market.  Meat producers often find that customers buy ground buffalo in the summer and 
roasts in the winter.  (For example, you may learn that you must ship on Thursdays because 
many people like to receive their meat on Friday for special weekend meals).  
 
Also, bison sales are strong around the winter holidays and into January, apparently because 
people resolve to eat healthier meats around the first of year. 
 
Offering Value Added Products 

To create specialty items that would appeal to customers, do your homework.  New products 
attract new customers and build sales with your existing customer base.  
 
New farm products and enterprises help increase repeat traffic from existing customers, and 
provide a reason for first-time customers to stop in an on-farm store. You may find that your 
sales of value-added products account for 50 percent of your farm’s gross income.   
 
For example, bone broth has emerged over the past few years as a trendy “hot” item. Bison bone 
broth appeals to m-people who prize the nutritional attributes of bone broth. Likewise, roasted 
marrow bones are considered a delicacy by many.  
 
And, don’t forget the power of pets…or companion animals as they are now being described. 
Bones, hides, pizzles and other items offered at your booth, or on-line can bring pet-owners into 
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your “store.” 
 
The list of potential value-added products includes bison hair-on hides, leathers, wallets, purses, 
bison horn jewelry, skulls, head mounts, tails, bison horn caps and more. There are several 
companies that manufacture excellent products from bison leather, hair and other “by-products". 
You can purchase those items in bulk at wholesale and market them as a part of your year-round 
business. Or, you can work with local artisans who may be willing to help you transform your 
“leftovers” into pieces of value.  
 
Value-added opportunities are everywhere.  Examine your product and brainstorm about how 
processing might increase its value.  
 
When you add variety to your product 
line, you increase the choices 
presented to your customers and your 
chances for expanding your sales 
volume. Some things to keep in mind 
when contemplating value-added 
products:  
• Consider projected costs and 

returns carefully before investing 
in specialized equipment for 
value-added products.  Often it 
makes sense to work with a co-
processor or partnership to test 
your market.  

• Some of the best value-added items make use of by-products or seconds.  
• Seek the experts.  Consult with your state extension service, department of agriculture or 

small business groups about packaging, processing and recipe development.  
 

 
Value-added products add variety to your booth, and provide a 
way to capture additional profit from your byproducts. (Photo 
courtesy of Bitterroot Bison Co.) 
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Chapter Six: Agritourism 
 

There’s a growing desire among many urban dwellers to get out to the countryside, and to 
experience a taste of country life. For years, dude ranches located across the country have 
catered to that desire. 
 
A growing number of farmers and ranchers are now tapping into that opportunity by providing 
many getaway options that are now being loosely categorized as agritourism.  
According to the 2012 U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) Ag Census, nationally 31,161 
farms and ranches provided agritourism opportunities, which generated over $713 million in 
revenue.1 Further, you do not need a tremendous amount of land to offer agritourism 
opportunities. According to the to the USDA's 2012 Agricultural Resource Management Survey, 
20% of farms and ranches providing agritourism operated on 50 acres or less.2 The same study 
cites, on average, agritourism farms obtained 20 percent of their gross farm income from niche 
activities, including 7.1 percent from agritourism.  
 
See the growth of agritourism in the below map, provided by Colorado State University.  
 

 
                                                 
1 2012 USDA Agriculture Census, Table 6.  
http://www.agcensus.usda.gov/Publications/2012/Full_Report/Volume_1,_Chapter_2_US_State_Level/st99_2_006_
006.pdf  
2 2012 USDA ARMS Report. http://www.ers.usda.gov/amber-waves/2014-october/agritourism-farms-are-more-
diverse-than-other-us-farms.aspx#.VedtNJeM4Zg 
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We are now in an age in which many folks still have fond memories of spending time on the 
farm, and they want to share that rich experience with their families in the form of tourism.  
According to Dawn Thilmany, an agricultural economist at Colorado State University, “Public 
interest is just continuing to not wane on wanting to be reconnected, so some of it is demand 
driven.”  
 
Bison producers have a natural edge in this category because allowing people to get close to 
these magnificent animals has an appeal that surpasses the lure of picking apples.  
 
Capitalizing on agritourism can be as 
modest as hosting an annual 
“appreciation cookout” for customers 
or as elaborate as developing 
overnight lodging and wedding 
venues. At its core, agritourism is 
simply agriculture-based tourism.  
What constitutes agritourism is a little 
more complicated.   
 
Basically, any hands-on, value added 
opportunity you can offer to tourists 
and customers that generates income 
to your operation would be considered 
agritourism.  From bird watching to 
farm/ranch sleeping accommodations, 
agritourism is very diverse.   
 
Many producers offer informal agritourism opportunities simply because they want to introduce 
more people to the world of bison. That’s fine, but if you are going to be serious about offering 
agritourism, it’s important to approach it as a business enterprise. If it’s not providing income or 
adding value to your business, the charm will eventually wear off. 
 
According to National Sustainable Agriculture Information Service, there are three things to 
keep in mind as you develop your agritourism plan: 

• Have something for visitors to see; 
• Something for them to do; 
• Something for them to buy.   

 
If you are contemplating a move into agritourism, begin by making an inventory of the types of 
activities you may be able to offer. Those include: 

• Overnight stays on a farm or ranch;  
• Ranch tours and education activities; 
• Farm and ranch dinners; 
• Bison-themed festivals; 

 
Farm tours help the public connect with bison and appreciate the 
dedication that you have to your animals and the land. (Photo 
courtesy of Cooks’ Bison Ranch) 
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• Harvest festivals; 
• Photography tours;  
• Wildlife viewing; 
• Weddings/special events; 
• Farm direct sales; 
• Business or Educational Seminars; and 
• Spiritual and/or Business Retreats. 
 

Some ranches also offer hunts. On larger properties, these can be classified as trophy hunts. On 
others, it can consist of a way for people to harvest meat for their freezers.  Those carry special 
consderations that are not covered here.  
 
Several factors need to be considered before launching into an agritourism enterprise: 
 

• What type of enterprise is appropriate for your farm or ranch? 
• Is your location an asset or liability? Is your farm easily accessible, and within a 

reasonable driving distance from your customer base? 
• Do you have the resources—both time and money—to develop a successful enterprise 
• Do you like people? 
• Are you willing to have the public come onto your farm on a regular basis? 
• Will your farm present a good “image” for those customers? 
• Can you minimize risk and 

potential liability? 
 
Let’s look at each of these factors. 
 
What Type of Enterprise Is 
Appropriate 
 
Talk a walk or drive around your 
property, and try to see it through 
the eyes of potential visitors. What 
would be attractive? What not? 
Would they be willing to pay for a 
tour across your property? Is there a 
barn that could be converted into an 
on-farm store or an entertainment 
venue? 
 
Your farm may have a variety of untapped assets that can create products and experiences for 
visitors; they could be walking trails, historical features, wildlife, heritage livestock, horticultural 
diversity or just a spectacular landscape or beautiful grasslands.    
 
 

 
Weddings are just one of the agritourism opportunities to consider 
for providing additional income for your ranch. (Photo courtesy of 
Freeland Photography and Buffalo Lodge) 
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Is your Location an Asset or liability? 
 
Not being located near a major city or 
highway doesn’t eliminate the 
potential of developing your farm into 
a marketing opportunity. Agritourism 
is growing in popularity as people 
across the country are seeking to 
reconnect with the land, and to escape 
(even for a short time) from the 
pressures of city life.  
 
Isolated ranches are sometimes the 
most attractive places for an extended 
getaway, and many ranchers are now 
incorporating bed and breakfast 
operations into their property.  If you 
are located at a distance from your 
target market, you’ll want to make 
sure that you offer an experience that 
is worth the drive.  
 
Other farms located closer to urban or high traffic areas can profit from day tours, “farm 
festivals,” and other activities. And, farms located near high traffic areas can entice visitors to 
stop in with some simple signage at the ranch entrance.  
 
 
Do You Have the Resources to Develop a Successful Enterprise? 
 
Your resources include your land, animals, money, and your time.  
 
If your land, and your herd are already in place, then you can focus on the time and money part 
of the equation. What investments will be needed to host visitors on your farm? If you are 
offering tours, you may want to purchase a bus or a wagon with seating and side paneling. If you 
plan on feeding visitors, you’ll need to comply with all regulations regarding safe food handling 
safeguards.  You can also consider working with a local caterer to prepare and serve the meals. 
 
Inventory all the items you’ll need to buy and/or build, and calculate the cost for your fixed 
assets. Check your local extension office for information about how to construct sales stands, 
small market buildings and produce displays. From building materials to permits, establishing a 
stand can prove expensive. 
 
Then, determine the time you are willing to invest in your enterprise. Agritourism is a high-
maintenance enterprise, particularly when visitors are on your farm. Because of potential liability 
risk, you never want to leave your visitors unaccompanied, so make sure that you have the time 

 
Visitors to a bison farm want to take home a memory of that 
experience. Converting a barn into an on-farm gift shop can 
generate extra income from those visitors. (Photo by Dave Carter) 
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to be on hand whenever they are present. And, factor in the time that will be required for 
preparation and clean-up after each event. 
 
One good part of agritourism is that you have the flexibility to determine how much time you 
want to spend. Some people offer tours only during a few weeks in the summer. Others have 
year-round activities. 
 
Weigh the time you will be offering your activities against any capital investment you make in 
preparing an agritourism enterprise. Purchasing a hay wagon, some picnic tables and a grill 
makes sense for an enterprise that is offered on a limited time. If you are planning on an on-farm 
store, restaurant, or other enterprise that requires significant investment, you’ll need to be “open” 
long enough to recapture those expenses.  

 
Some loans are available to farmers to develop 
or expand agritourism and direct marketing 
activities.   
 
Do you like people? 
 
People visit farms and ranches to see the land 
and animals, but also to interact with the 
producer, and to learn about agriculture. Social 
skills are crucial. When people visit your 
operation, you are the face of the bison 
business.  
 
Your social skills aren’t just on display while 
people are at the farm. You’ll be on duty any 
time a customer calls or emails.   
 
Are You Willing to Have the Public Come 
onto Your Farm on A Regular Basis? 
 
Remember, people want to get an “on-farm” 
experience. That means that they will want to 
wander around and explore as much as 
possible. Again, make sure that you don’t let 
people  enter into hazardous areas 
unaccompanied.   
 
Because you are offering a recreational 
experience for people, be prepared to be 

working outside normal business hours. Weekends and evening will be prime times for hosting 
visitors.  It is important to balance those opportunities with your values and with your desire to 

 

 

On-farm stores can be profitable if you are close to a 
population center, and if you are willing to conduct regular 
business hours. (Top photo courtesy of Broken Wagon 
Bison Ranch. Bottom photo courtesy of Yankee Farmer’s 
Market Buffalo Farm) 
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be “all marketing, all the time.”   
 
Many producers balance their desire for marketing with their need for some privacy by operating 
their on-farm business on a limited basis. For example, you may want to operate your on-farm 
retail store only on Saturdays during the winter months. Promoting this to the database of 
customers who patronize your farmers’ market stall can be easy…after all, these folks are 
accustomed to doing their shopping on a specific market day during the farmers’ market season.   
 
 
 
Will Your Farm Present a Good “Image” For Those Customers? 
 
 
Visitors don’t expect to see a trophy ranch, but they will expect that the operation is neat, clean 
and safe. A working ranch will always have some degree of untidiness. But there’s a difference 
between having an old “beater” pickup parked outside the barn, and having a quarter mile of 
junk machinery piled up behind the barn.  
 
If you are selling meat from the farm, appearance is doubly important. Shoppers will equate the 
care in which you take care of your farm with the care that you treat your meat products. A dirty 
farm will be seen as the potential for unsafe meat.  
 
Can You Minimize Risk and Potential Liability? 
 
Agriculture is classified as one of the most dangerous professions in the United States. And 
working with bison presents an added degree of potential risk. It’s vital that you manage those 
risks when opening your farm to agritourism. One successful lawsuit can erase a lifetime of hard 
work and investment. 
 
Again, walk the property to assess risks. Are electric fences located in areas where people will be 
visiting? Are any farm chemicals left in areas where children may wander? Is there a chance that 
visitors could get into a pasture with the herd?  
 
If you are going to be taking people out to see the animals, or to participate in any ranching 
activity, consider having visitors signing a waiver form in which they recognize the potential 
risks involved. A Signed waiver form won’t protect you from liability in the event of negligence, 
but it can be a mitigating factor in the event of legal action. There is a boilerplate liability form at 
the end of this chapter.  Also consider posting 'warning" or "hazard" signs where appropriate. 
 
Then, make sure that your insurance provides coverage for risks involved with agritourism. 
Consult your insurance adviser to ensure adequate liability coverage. The National Bison 
Association has developed a partnership with Nationwide Agribusiness that includes coverage 
tailored to bison producers. If your local agent doesn’t offer the coverage you need, contact 
Nationwide Agribusiness at http://ws4u.com/home/audience/farmers-ranchers/our-
partners/nwagbison  

http://ws4u.com/home/audience/farmers-ranchers/our-partners/nwagbison
http://ws4u.com/home/audience/farmers-ranchers/our-partners/nwagbison
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Think of All Ways to Maximize Profit 

As mentioned above, many visitors to a farm will want to buy something as a memento of their 
visit. 
 
Your meat products are an obvious starting point. If you are attracting locals to your ranch, an 
on-farm store with a variety of your products will be a great add-on business. If people are 
coming from further away, consider jerky, snack sticks and other shelf-stable products. 
 
But don’t limit yourself to food items. People enjoying a day on a ranch will likely be interested 
in t-shirts, hats, and other souvenirs from their visit. Make sure everything has your logo 
 
Promoting your Agritourism enterprise 

Your farmers’ market booth is the first logical place to promote any agritourism enterprise you 
offer. Farmers’ market shoppers tend to be interested in the story behind the food they purchase, 
so they will be a prime target market for on-farm visits, tours and other activities.  
 
Signage and literature at your market booth should include information on any agritourism 
events that you host. Be sure to include a link or email address that allows shoppers to get more 
information. 
 
Targeting your customers at the farmers’ market also helps transition those shoppers into year-
round customers for your products. 
 
Local agencies like state and regional tourism bureaus can be very helpful in promoting your 
agri-tourism business. Those agencies, after all, want to bring in as many tourism dollars as 
possible to their region. In many parts of the United States -- not just traditional vacation 
destinations like Hawaii or New England -- tourism can make a significant contribution to local 
economies, and attractive, well- managed farm operations can do a lot to draw rural tourists.  
Explore local government, quasi-government and business connections to participate in local 
festivals, get listed in state tourism brochures or be featured in regional public outreach 
campaigns.  
 
Local lodging boards are also good groups to get involved with.  Educate them on what you have 
to offer so they can also help to promote your tours, events, etc. 
 
State departments of agriculture often offer assistance in setting up farm festivals and similar 
activities.  State tourism bureaus also can offer a wealth of ideas and information.   
 
Inviting local chefs for a farm tour can be educational for them, and can help you establish a 
business relationship. Once the chefs tour your ranch and see the roots of their/your product, they 
will ask how they can get it and if a partnership can be established.  
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Do Your Homework First 

Following the steps above is a good start to planning and implementing an agritourism 
enterprise. But do some additional homework as well. Visit other agritourism operations to get a 
feel for their enterprises, and to experience agritourism as a tourist. You can find bison 
agritourism opportunities on the National Bison Association website's online buyer's guide at 
www.bisoncentral.com/bison-buyers-guide. You should also attend the many conferences hosted 
by regional bison associations, and the National Bison Association, as these conferences provide 
unbeatable networking opportunities where you're bound to find a producer, or even a presenter, 
who offers agritourism on their bison operation.  
 
As to what to charge for, many farmers and ranchers charge for tours with rates varying based on 
age, group size, etc. Remember that you're providing a great service to the public when you're 
educating school kids about bison, for example, and that should not necessarily be given gratis, 
nor should the price be exorbitant.  
 
Consider free tours in order to promote business opportunities with the likes of potential 
restaurant customers, local lodging associations, local, regional and statewide tourism board and 
staff members, etc.   
 
 

There are many on-line resources for people interested in starting an agritourism enterprise. And, 
USDA’s Natural Resources Conservation Service NRCS has developed a Resource Manual for 
Alternative Enterprises and Agritourism - Farming for Profit and Sustainability. You can access 
that website at: 
https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/detail/national/technical/econ/references/?cid=nrcs14
3_009750  

So, is agritourism for you?  Bison producers should think long and hard to determine whether 
agritourism is for you.  Yes, there is money to be made, but do you enjoy having complete 
strangers poking around your farm or ranch?  Do you enjoy meeting folks from all sorts of 
backgrounds?  If you answered “no” to either of these questions, then agritourism may not be for 
you.  With agritourism, you, or a member of your family or staff, must be the gracious host at all 
times.  That is not to say that visiting customers will have reign on your property, rules need to 
be established, hours set and posted visibly for your customers to see, but you will have to 
tolerate the masses.  
 

 
 

https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/detail/national/technical/econ/references/?cid=nrcs143_009750
https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/detail/national/technical/econ/references/?cid=nrcs143_009750
https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/detail/national/technical/econ/references/?cid=nrcs143_009750
https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/detail/national/technical/econ/references/?cid=nrcs143_009750
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 Appendix 5: Sample Liability Waiver Form 

 
The following is an example of an Indemnification Agreement between a buffering agritourism 
and its clients. Each client is given a safety briefing and then asked to respond to the following 
document. It is provided here as a sample for your review and as an educational tool. (Use at 
your own risk):  
 
 

INDEMNIFICATION AGREEMENT AND RELEASE OF LIABILITY 
 
I, the undersigned, will visit _____________________Bison Ranch on or about [----------
-----] for the purpose of ____________________________.  I understand that 
agricultural enterprises contain a reasonable amount of risk, and agree to hold 
________ Bison Ranch and its owners, management, employees, agents and guides 
completely harmless and waive all claims of liability for any injury, accident or death 
resulting from any cause, whether natural or man-made. I have my own insurance to 
cover myself for any such accident or injury.  In the event that I cause, or am alleged to 
have caused any injury, accident or death to another person or damages to another 
person’s property, then I agree to indemnify and hold harmless from any claim against 
_________ Bison Ranch and its owners, management, employees, agents and guides. 
I have read and fully understand the above release/waiver and fully understand that I 
have given up substantial rights by voluntarily signing this document.  
 
Signature_____________________________________ Date: _______________  

Signature of Parent or Guardian if under 18 years of age____________________  

Name (first, middle, last) _____________________________________________  

Address (street, city, state, zip code) ___________________________________ 

Home telephone number_____________ Mobile phone number______________  

E-mail address_____________________________________________________ 

 

 

Witnessed:  __________________________________ 
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Chapter Seven: Developing a Business Plan 
   
Whether you are launching a new bison farm or business or retooling an existing one, analyzing 
all your possibilities is crucial to the success of your venture. 
 
A good business plan is a road map that specifies your priorities, goals, and objectives. 
Moreover, business plans provide a framework for reviewing your progress and pointing out the 
need for mid-course corrections.  
 
If you want to undertake business planning, consider using a guide/reference of someone in this 
business. Many producers are very willing to share the basic information and processes they 
utilized in developing their business plan. Check the National Bison Association website 
(www.bisoncentral.com) for a complete listing of bison ranchers, members of the National Bison 
Association for planning, implementation and evaluation. 
  
With an existing farm operation, you should be able to do a basic enterprise analysis using the 
records you must keep for tax purposes.  Look at your profitability, and then look for anomalies 
and maybe you will have to shift things around. 
 
You might consider seeking outside help with a specific element of your plan-like marketing. 
 
Hiring a consultant is a good idea if you’re not sure how to get started or if you lack the time to 
go through the process on your own.  It’s a worthwhile investment if you’re in the retail market.  
Consider it a lifetime investment.  
 
Be thorough about your market research.  Good research entails finding out as much as possible 
about your planned products or services. Investigate as many marketing options as possible and 
identify several that look promising.  The more ways and places you have to sell your product, 
the better your chances of success.  
 
Promotion and customer relations should be part of your marketing plan. A common rule of 
thumb for promotional expenses is three (3) percent of projected sales.  
 
Here are some basic elements important in developing a good business plan: 
 
Supply and Demand 

There are concerns in selling your bison meat directly to retailers or restaurants.  Before you 
work out an agreement to sell to retail customers, you need to be confident that you can supply 
them and meet the demand for the various cuts of your product.  If you agree to supply a retailer 
and then are unable to meet the demand later, chances are you will lose the customer and ruin the 
chances of anyone else selling bison meat to that customer in the future.   
 
 
 

http://www.bisoncentral.com/
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Financial Aspects 

Business experts agree that having a sound business plan is the first step to a successful business, 
whether it’s commercial or agricultural.  The most important step in developing a business plan 
is the determination of firm, yet flexible goals for your operation.  Goals should be specific and 
easy to understand.  Goals should have a definite timeframe and short-term goals should be 
consistent with long-term objectives. 
 
Assess your career and your lifestyle.  Be honest and fair so that your goals are realistic, and you 
haven’t set your expectations too high.  Also, since goals pertain to a specific lifestyle, they must 
be assimilated into your business plan to help determine what the final product or outcome is of 
these goals. 
 
What are your personal interests?  Think about how you would like the business to operate, what 
you would like to produce, and why.  Then determine how much you want the business to 
produce and for how long.  Take the time to examine operating costs, both long and short term 
and then calculate some of the net profit you expect to gain. 
 
Remember, be clear and concise.  You may want to consider the tasks you need to accomplish to 
achieve your goals.  Examine your commitment to those goals as well as the commitment of 
your family, partners, and/or employees.   
 
Establish a year-end review to consider your successes and your failures.  Business plan 
projections require accurate information regarding potential income and expenses. Capital 
expenditures will vary with each operation. 
 
Accurate information is key for those in the bison business.  Fluctuations in price driven by 
market supply and demand are hard to calculate accurately as they change daily.  It is difficult to 
project results when there are no guidelines to follow.  The best you can do is examine past and 
future pricing information and forecasts, establish what the current market situations are and 
project from there. 
 
Recordkeeping is essential for good business management practices.  You will need to keep 
accurate records that are detailed, dated and kept well organized so you can track your financial 
situation at any given time. 
 
Know the basic principles of finance and how they apply to you and your operation.  Be prepared 
to explain how you arrived at figures, costs, returns, profits and principles.  You should be able 
to explain your own accounting process and how your budget operates.  Analyze how you 
arrived at the decisions you made and will make by having completed and accurate records. 
If you are interested in getting involved in farmers’ markets, do the research.  Find someone who 
has been established in the business before and ask them questions.  Seek out someone who has a 
good reputation and someone who is interested in helping you get started in your new business 
venture.  Eliminate the unknown and minimize your risks.  Make yourself an operating plan and 
try to adhere to it. 
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Have confidence in your own assessment of the bison industry and the ability for you to operate 
a successful business selling at farmers’ markets.  There are plenty of resources that can aid and 
guide your future plans.  Start by contacting the National Bison Association 
(www.bisoncentral.com). 
 
Create a Budget & Practice Good Recordkeeping 

Project a budget early in the planning stages of a farmers’ market.  Annual expenses include, but 
are not limited to: insurance, permits, advertising, and salaries. 
 
Practicing good recordkeeping means being accountable for your operation/business.  Log the 
market sales each week.  (See Appendix 5a for an example.)  Build a spreadsheet that compares 
profits vs. expenses and helps you determine if you are meeting the goals outlined in your 
original business plan.  If not, this allows you to assess the situation and have an opportunity to 
make changes that will affect your net income and profits by the end of the market season. 
 
Product Mix/Volume/Velocity 

Quality products are the key to making money at the farmers’ market!  Consumers are interested  
in fresh, local and diverse products.  Selecting from a wide variety of standard and specialty  
products keep customers satisfied and returning for more. 
 
Your product mix can be determined by what products to sell and the pricing strategy you plan to  
use to sell the products and the volume in which you have (or can create) enough supply to keep  
up with demand. 
 
If you're selling in a niche market or have a niche product (like buffalo meat) to sell, there are  
some questions that require management-like decisions or answers.  Consider the following: 
 
• How many markets in my area are cost effective for my operation’s participation? 
• Am I able to supply to multiple markets based on the size of my operation and the amount of 

time I can dedicate to my business? 
• Do I have enough employees? 
• Will the volume of my business be enough to extend my business beyond the market stall out 

of farmers’ market season?  Is it enough to create “year-round” business? 
• How will volume impact my ability to source to restaurants?  Or be able to offer farm/ranch 

sales? 
• How will growth affect my pricing strategy, operating costs, and net income? 
• Will my growth affect my ability to communicate effectively?   
• How will it affect the relationships I have already established with my current customers? 
• Can I still provide the personal one-on-one experiences my customers have become 

accustomed to? 
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Most importantly, you want to be able to control your business!  Develop your business plan and 
marketing strategy and stay to it!  Don’t “bite off more than you can chew!”  There is such a 
thing as “growing pains” and you will make the minor adjustments needed to make the operation 
successful.  But remember, start small and grow!  That’s what niche marketing is all about! 
 
Pricing 

Have a strategy!  The best way to establish your prices is to base them on the cost of production.  
You should never have to sell below supermarket prices.   
 
Remember that most people are not coming to the farmers’ market for inexpensive produce.  The 
more you educate your customers about how a product is grown, the better they will understand 
your pricing system.  You are offering a fresh, locally grown/raised product that customers can't 
get at a grocery store (at least that kind of quality), so don't be afraid to ask a premium price. 
Posting all your prices for each product takes out the “guess work” for customers.  Either have a 
board with all products and prices listed or individual labels affixed to baskets or your booth 
decor.  Make sure to include both the price and unit (per pound, per package, per bundle, etc.)    
 
Think about how you want to sell each product.  Selling by the pound means having a scale on 
hand as well as a supply of boxes or bags.  (Note:  If you're selling pre-packaged buffalo meats, 
you may have the processor or butcher place the weights on the packages during the 
butcher/processing to alleviate the time you would spend weighing the item at the farmers’ 
market.  This can be especially important if your market booth is extremely busy and weighing 
the product is taking too much time over helping and answering questions of your potential 
customers.)  Many customers prefer to handle the products and pick them out themselves, rather 
than purchasing them pre-packaged. 
 
Operating Costs 

Operating an agriculture-based business will take your much-needed attention to detail in 
regarding to protecting your investment. 
 
Keep in mind, as a “start-up”, there will be fixed costs.  The following are some of the fixed 
costs that may be incurred by a farmers’ market participant.  However, not all these will 
necessarily apply to your situation.  
  
Fixed Costs   
 
We are going to attempt to provide you with a list of “materials” that will be needed to help you 
assess if the costs associated with farmers’ marketing is right for you.  Keep in mind, once these 
materials are purchased (as part of your capital investment), the costs will usually decrease and 
may even disappear after your first annual year.  This list includes the following: 
 
A vehicle.  Have a vehicle that is clean, presentable, in good working order with the appropriate 

signage displayed on the sides.  Having your ranch/business name and /or logo on magnets to 
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put on the side of the truck is a great way to display a clear, simple, easy-to-read message.  
Vehicle expenses will vary, but be sure you invest in the proper mechanism in which you 
plan to operate your business.  Mode of transportation is so important.  Without reliability, 
you chance losing time and product, as well as money – not to mention possible future 
customers. 

 
Freezers, coolers, cooking burners, kitchen essentials and utensils.  This cost will vary 

depending on which products you intend to display and sell from your booth.  (Example:  If 
you plan on selling only pre-packaged, frozen bison meat, you will only need a 25-cubic foot 
freezer in the bed of your truck.  You would then fill your freezer with a variety of meat cuts 
for your potential customers and upon arrival at the farmers’ market, plug your freezer into 
the electrical outlet provided by the market manager.  These freezers are available at places 
like Home Depot for approximately $700.) 

 
Booth rental or purchase (10 x 10 popup).  If you purchase the “tent” or booth, you can find 

one in your area that is rather inexpensive to get you started.  Approximate cost $350. 
 
Local or municipal licenses and permits required to conduct business.  Costs vary 

depending on geographic location. 
 
Booth banners and signage needed to “make your presence” or enhance visibility.  Find 

what works best for you. 
 
Travel costs.  This includes time and distance to and from the farmers’ market from your ranch 

or business location.  You can pre-calculate this and incorporate this into your business plan 
once you have selected a market to participate in. 

 
Liability insurance (if necessary).  Personal accidents or injury may be the liability of the 

market or you – depending on the circumstances.  It may be a necessity for you with the 
number of people who will be visiting the farmers’ market over the course of the season.  If 
covered otherwise (mall, city, market manager, etc.), then the insurance may not be 
necessary.  Always check with the market to be sure.  

 
Variable Costs.   
 
Other costs associated with your presence at a farmers’ market may include tangible costs or 
costs that are not fixed and will vary based on the size of your operation and the amount of time 
and money you want to spend on exposure for your business.  This includes some of the 
following: 
 
Pens, paper, a clipboard (or two), tablecloths, general office supplies to help you stay 

organized in your booth and manage your farmers’ market operation efficiently. 
Miscellaneous equipment and supplies. 
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Organizing expenses.  This includes all costs associated with having fliers printed, postage for 
direct mail pieces, cost incurred to have brochures available for your customer.  Printing of 
materials can be quite expensive, so look for alternative ways to cut costs (use your e-mail 
database to communicate regularly with your customer base). 

 
Printing of recipe cards or costs incurred by making publications available to your 

customer “free of charge”.  (Example:  Using the “Why Buffalo?” brochure from the 
National Bison Association is an inexpensive way to deliver a clear and concise message to 
the consumer, without “breaking your budget.”) 

 
Advertising, artwork and printing.  
 
Distribution of products.  Are you planning on delivery outside or in addition to the farmers’ 

market?  Consider the travel time and expense. 
  
Market Fees.  Most farmers’ markets (not all) operate from the fees collected from the 

participating vendors.  These fees may be billed to you: 
• Based on your booth's/stall's profitability. 
• Based on a percentage of daily gross sales. 
• Billed to you on a seasonal/annual basis. Generally, both daily and seasonal rates are 

offered. 
 
These fees determine the market manager’s salary, market advertising, maintenance, and liability 
insurance or any other pertinent costs incurred to operate the farmers’ market. 
 
Income  

Your farmer’s market booth should be planned to support itself.  Do not rely on the market itself 
or the other vendors to ultimately determine the destination of your success.  Only you can make 
that happen!  The possible sources of income from the products you are offering for sale are 
endless.  Remember, consistency counts. 
 
Consistency in your operation is vital.  You must be present (perfect attendance record) every 
week to convey the same, consistent message and have the same consistent product. Again, the 
old cliché that “you have to have a quality product at a good price” rings true.   
 
Customers develop loyalty to particular farms based on price, quality, the range of offerings, 
their desire to support local farmers, and the personal connection they feel with you and your 
farm.  
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 Chapter Seven: Resources 
 
 
There are many resources available to producers interested in starting a farmers’ market 
business.  Here is a list of organizations that can assist you in finding a suitable location, 
securing marketing materials, developing a business plan, and other facets of farmers’ marketing. 
 
National Bison Association 
(www.bisoncentral.com) 
 
The National Bison Association has a wealth of materials and resources available to producers of 
all sizes. Many of those materials are either free, or available at a reduced price, to members of 
the association (annual membership fee of $250). 
 
Marketing tools available through the National Bison Association include: 
• The annual 16 page full-color feature food section published by the NBA 
• Table tents 
• The Great American Buffalo cookbook 
• Why Buffalo? brochures 
• Food posters 
• Promotional kits;  
• Recipe cards 
• Feather flags for use at the booth; and 
• Bison Hump Day Glasses 
 
In addition, the “Where to Buy” Section of the association’s website offers members the 
opportunity to list their products on-line. The section features a clickable map, which is 
extensively used by consumers to locate bison producers who can supply them with great local 
meat. 
 
The members’ section of the NBA website contains in-depth material on labeling, marketing, 
and bison production. In addition, members accessing that area of the NBA website have access 
to free downloadable high-resolution images of bison food products, animal shots and other 
artwork.  
 
Finally, the National Bison Association in 2016 2nd Edition Bison Producers’ Handbook. This 
comprehensive 280-page book contains information and advice compiled by more than 25 
industry veterans with experience in production and marketing. The book is available for $40 to 
non-members, and $20 for members. Anyone joining the National Bison Association as a new 
member will receive a free copy of the book.  
 
 
 
 

http://www.bisoncentral.com/
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USDA Agricultural Marketing Service 
Farmers’ Market Promotion Program 
 (http://www.ams.usda.gov/AMSv1.0/FarmersMarkets) 
 
 
These are the folks who made this material—and this workshop—possible. USDA’s Farmers’ 
Markets and Direct-to-Consumer Marketing cluster works to improve market access for 
operators of small and medium-size farms, helping them to compete effectively outside the mass 
supermarket system and other large wholesale market channels.  
 
Use this link (http://apps.ams.usda.gov/FarmersMarkets/) to go directly to the agency’s database 
of farmers’ markets across the United States. This is a great place to start if you are trying to 
identify potential markets to approach about selling bison products. There is also helpful 
information about starting a farmers’ market, and great statistics about the growth in this sector. 
 
 
Other USDA Resources 
(www.usda.gov) 
 
Although most of the agency’s services targeted directly to farmers’ marketers is at the above-
listed site, there are plenty of other resources you may find helpful at USDA. Here are some 
helpful links: 
 
 National Organic Program 

(www.ams.usda.gov./nop) 
Here, you’ll find information about the steps necessary for growing, processing and 
marketing products that can be certified as organic. This site also has links to certification 
agencies located around the country. 
 
Rural Development 
(www.rurdev.usda.gov) 
USDA Rural Development offers grants, information, and technical assistance helpful for 
producers initiating specialized marketing projects and/or value-added cooperatives. 
 
Risk Management 
(www.rma.usda.gov/) 
Risk Management Agency offers a tool kit of services that can help producers mitigate 
the risk posed by drought, flooding and natural disasters. The Pasture, Rangeland, Forage 
Insurance Program can be particularly useful for bison producers. 
 
Farm Service Agency 
(www.fsa.usda.gov) 
The Farm Service Agency has a series of programs targeted to young, beginning, and 
limited resource producers. Their financing services include both a direct loan program 
and a guaranteed loan program.  

http://www.ams.usda.gov/AMSv1.0/FarmersMarkets
http://apps.ams.usda.gov/FarmersMarkets/
http://www.usda.gov/
http://www.ams.usda.gov./nop
http://www.rurdev.usda.gov/
http://(www.rma.usda.gov/
http://www.fsa.usda.gov/
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USDA Cooperative Extension 
(www.csrees.usda.gov/Extension/) 
 
This website contains a clickable map that will help you in locating your local 
Cooperative Extension office. There you will find a series of services and resources to 
assist in the production and marketing of specialty products, including bison.  

 
LocalHarvesat.Com 
(http://www.localharvest.org/) 
 
This is a comprehensive website dedicated to connecting farmers with customers. Operating 
under the title of “Real Food, Real Farmers, Real Community,” this website contains a 
comprehensive directory of farmers’ markets, direct marketers, CSAs and other enterprises. 
There are also areas for information and discussion among producers.  
 
North American Farmers Direct Marketing Association  
(www.nafdma.com/) 

NAFDMA is a 501(c)6 trade association dedicated to nurturing the farm direct marketing 
industry. Members are farmers, farmers’ market managers, extension agents, industry suppliers, 
government officials and others who are part of the thriving farm direct marketing industry in 
North America. Members are involved with agri-tourism, on-farm retail, farmers’ markets, pick-
your-own, consumer-supported agriculture, and direct delivery. NAFDMA holds a conference 
each year where attendees can learn about national trends, helpful tips and more.  

 Farmers’ Market Coalition  
(http://farmersmarketcoalition.org/) 
 
The Farmers’ Market Coalition is a national 501(c)(3) organization dedicated to serving the 
farmers’ market community. Though the organization is a membership organization, information 
and assistance are provided to all.  
 
 
Slow Food 
 (www.slowfood.com/) 
 
Slow Food is a non-profit, eco-gastronomic member-supported organization that was founded in 
1989 to counteract fast food and fast life, the disappearance of local food traditions and people’s 
dwindling interest in the food they eat, where it comes from, how it tastes and how our food 
choices affect the rest of the world. To do that, Slow Food brings together pleasure and 
responsibility, and makes them inseparable. Becoming involved in a local Slow Food 
“convivium” is a great way to become connected with people who will truly appreciate the value 
of your natural bison products. 
 

http://www.csrees.usda.gov/Extension/
http://www.localharvest.org/
http://www.nafdma.com/
http://farmersmarketcoalition.org/
http://www.slowfood.com/
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Sustainable Agriculture Research and Education (SARE) 
(www.sare.org/) 
 
Since 1988, the Sustainable Agriculture Research and Education (SARE) program has helped 
advance farming systems that are profitable, environmentally sound and good for communities 
through a nationwide research and education grants program.   
 
The national outreach office of the SARE program is supported by the National Institute of Food 
and Agriculture (NIFA), U.S. Department of Agriculture. It operates under cooperative 
agreements with the University of Maryland and the University of Vermont to develop and 
disseminate information about sustainable agriculture.  
 

 

http://www.sare.org/
http://www.csrees.usda.gov/
http://www.csrees.usda.gov/
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