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Communities – Farms – Markets – Food
Ron Shapella, Executive Director, NJ Association for Sustainable Agriculture and former Mayor, West Am-

well Twp. and Jack Rabin, Associate Director for Farm Services, Rutgers NJAES

You discover a lot about communities by their rela-
tionship to agriculture. For hundreds of years, lo-

cal market days provided the heartbeat for that relationship. 
Market days occupied central places in community life; 
providing the backdrop for local festivals, other traditional 
events, and related commerce.

Grow local farmers share of food purchases
“Farmers markets have emerged as a key place where 

the public’s image of agriculture is formed,” according to 
Duncan Hilchey. Yet, analysis of 2007 data indicates direct 
sales of farm products to individuals for consumption are 
3.2% of NJ farm revenues; $31.1 million. While rising 
strongly, 57%, from 2002, they remain a fraction of the 
market. This reminds us that direct sales are a small, but 
vital, part of NJ farming output. Local wholesale opportuni-
ties are also needed to sustain a viable critical mass of Gar-
den State farming. Another study revealed that among more 
affluent consumers, 65% of their food purchase decisions 
are based on “personal values.” As long as people act on 
their local values, and farmers markets offer convenience 
to reach busy people, opportunities for farmers to increase 
their share are ample.

Local farmers markets – long-term trend or fad?
New Jersey farmers markets are once again hav-

ing their day in the sun. Everywhere you look – from the 
Highlands to the Pinelands and from Camden to Newark 
– new farmers markets are taking root. There were only a 
dozen farmers markets in the 1980s. Ron Good, at the NJ 
Department of Agriculture Division of Markets, said things 
took off in the 1990s. By 2002, New Jersey had 42 farmers 
markets; by 2006 there were 84. Another 22 started in 2009 
– 132 farmers markets now operate at town squares, public 
lawns and parking lots. Farmers markets are growing faster 
in New Jersey than in any other state, according to USDA.

For farmers and others seeking new places to sell what 
they grow, this can only be a good thing, right? Maybe. 

Fads come and go. The spike in consumer interest in find-
ing sources of fresh local food coincides with the national 
economic downturn that started in 2007. Will community 
support for farmers markets last when buying habits be-
come more bullish? The hopeful news is it appears farmers 
markets are not just another social fad, but may remain part 

“Food reclaims its story…when the 
person who grew it hands it to you…

Shake the hand that feeds you.” 
Michael Pollan

of our public life. NJDA’s Good said there is a tangible in-
crease in public awareness of the importance of fresh local 
food, produced at a reasonable cost, with a smaller carbon 
footprint. “More people want to know where their produce 
is coming from. The economy has something to do with 
it, but people have gotten in the habit of purchasing fresh 
produce and we think that will continue,” he said.
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Our work benefiting farming sustainability and quality of life in New Jersey depends on 
gifts from people sharing our Rutgers NJAES vision for a vibrant, healthy, profitable urban 
fringe farming community. We invite you to join us. Please contact Jack Rabin at 732-932-
5000 ext. 610 or rabin@njaes.rutgers.edu.

Municipal, community support key 
for farmers markets

Farmers markets generally stick around when they get 
strong local support – not just from consumers buying tomatoes 
and pies, but community-wide support from cities and towns 
seeking to reconnect with local farming, and downtown associa-
tions seeking increased foot traffic that comes with market days.

Some markets relied on municipal help. Betsy Cook is 
market manager at Collingswood Farmers Market, selected 
“Best Small Farmers Market” by American Farmland 
Trust. She said the 10-year-old Saturday market in Camden 
County has thrived thanks to local officials who provided 
in-kind services, including letting the market call a com-
muter rail parking lot home.

Catherine Suttle runs the market at Dvoor Farm, a 
preserved farm in Raritan Township operated by Hunter-
don Land Trust. There was a demand for a farmer’s market 
when it was opening three years ago, but it would not have 
happened without cooperation by township officials, she 
said. The only permit available at the time would have 
charged each vendor $100 per week, but the Township cre-
ated an umbrella permit making the market possible.

Elsewhere, downtown associations provide the catalyst. 
Helen Kyle is Assist. Mgr. of Downtown Millburn Develop-
ment Alliance and the Tuesday market operating for 17 years 
in a parking lot of the Essex County Township. She said that 
the original purpose was to bring people to the downtown 
business area. The market’s success took on a life of its own.

In Jersey City, among the state’s most dense urban areas, 
Patty Jordan helps run the market that overcame opposition 
once it became connected with the special improvement district 
that is restoring the majestic Loew’s theater in Journal Square.

Moorestown Twp. once had expansive farms surround-
ing its picturesque Main Street. Burlington County avoided 
creating one more executive office facility, and instead 
installed an example of an alternative path for farmers mar-
kets and agricultural viability: removing the capital cost of 
land ownership as an entry barrier for a new generation of 
small urban fringe farmers. 

On a former 64-acre dairy farm, Farmland Preservation 
Coordinator Dan Kennedy oversees a county-owned facili-
ty that includes a Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) 
tenant farmer, community garden plots, and Saturday farm-
ers market. Kennedy said that as preservation money dries 
up statewide, county programs have to expand their views 
of what will keep agriculture viable. “This project was a 
way for us to turn the corner in terms of our priorities,” said 
Kennedy, who is also a licensed planner. “It’s a move back 
to what makes sense. Having a food system that is so far 
removed from the community was a mistake.”

Rutgers supports farmers markets
Our “New Opportunities for New Jersey Community 

Farmers Markets” report, with management practices recom-
mendations is available at: http://foodinnovation.rutgers.edu. 
Also offered is a Farmers Markets Practices online course 
for sponsors and vendors: http://foodinnovationcenter.
rutgers.edu/educational_resources/market. We are finishing 
pilot Point of Interest (POI) files for NJ farmers markets 
and agritourism locations. This file will be available for 
download and installation on increasingly popular GPS 
navigation systems. Since farmers markets are experiential 
for customers, we connect them to Rutgers efforts promoting 
increased NJ agritourism: http://www.visitnjfarms.org. o
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