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Introduction

I farm 200 organic dairy cows in partnership with my wife Debbie in South Herefordshire. I market the dairy beef that are mainly Welsh black and Hereford crosses in packs direct to the consumer and through Model Farm Society, a small group of farmers that direct deliver their meat to householders in a number of cities.

Objectives

I started my delivery round in Cardiff by driving to the city, knocking on doors and talking to the occupants. It became an enjoyable round that gave me a real break from the farm of an evening; but it left me with two main questions:

Was it a pleasant diversion or had it the potential for growth?

What was the value of farmers by-passing the normal commodity markets?

The study

I decided to use my study to look at my subject in greater detail in the USA, the home of direct marketing and in France where cuisine is so important.

I particularly wanted to travel to the eastern side of America, which was settled first and where the farming community has had to adapt to advantages in production gradually moving west.

Modern eating and living trends

Many observers believe that we are now suffering from mis-nutrition because, as a society, we are living busier lives that mean we are spending less time acquiring and preparing food. Today(s demands mean that it takes two adults at work to pay for our mortgages and living aspirations. This means that the family food preparer has already done a job outside the home before starting work in the kitchen. The trend has been toward richer consumers with less time making use of eating out, fast food and convenient one shop mega stores to acquire their food. These trends have led us to eat more and more processed food, with its lower nutritional value, than traditional diets.

Observations of consumers

The average US consumer is spending less time on food preparation than ever before, typically 10 minutes preparation time per meal. The UK consumer is following this trend at 15 minutes. 

The US consumer is spending less income on food than ever before, a mere 10.9%; the UK expenditure is 11.2% and falling. In France it is 14.8%. As a further comparison, in India it is 51.3%.

In America, obesity and diabetes levels are at an all time high. One in three people can now expect to contract some form of cancer at some stage in their lives and one in four to have heart disease.

These ailments were virtually unknown in the 1920s and have mirrored the rise in the amount of processed food in the diet, especially soya, margarine, carbonates, salt, sugar and white flour goods.

The average American eats less than 50% of his or her meals in the home. Among some groups especially in the conurbations, the situation is worse with new apartments even being built without kitchens. This is a trend that we are following in the UK and France.

UK big retailers now control 80% of the national grocery spend, requiring food that fits their distribution systems and putting even more distance between consumer and farmer.

Pasteurisation of milk and the general sterilisation of food suites big retailers and bureaucrats, but it is trading long-term health for short-term risk management. Supermarkets and health authorities see banana skins everywhere, but are indifferent to real nutrition. Supermarkets are responsible for the dumbing down of food.

The counter culture

Both in the United Kingdom and in the United States there is a growing counter culture to the moribund mainstream of industrialised shopping and eating. In France it was ever thus.

In America the real food movement is very determined. American alternative food consumers or (supermarket drop outs( as they often prefer to be called are typically well educated as much as well healed. They are switched on to health issues, having done their research. They eagerly seek out pasture raised eggs and meats and raw milk rather than ready meals, carbonates and other junk food. Such is the inequality of food that these educated people are living a healthier life for longer and it is to these converted consumers that the American farmer is selling direct.

Meat preferences in the US, UK and France

In the US all meat has its fat trimmed to 3mm or less as the American consumer will not buy fat. Some of this trim ends up in manufactured food, which the consumer eats anyway. The French trim also. In the UK the consumer expects to have a certain level of fat and skin even though the fashion is for leaner meat now.

The American is much more prepared to buy frozen meat whereas the British and French are suspicious of frozen meat and prefer fresh meat. Fresh meat can be easily judged on quality and is easier to stuff into today(s small home freezer compartments.

Americans love beef, pork and chicken. Lamb and mutton seem to be eaten only by immigrants and is almost seen as un-American. The British eat much more lamb; the French eat widely including goat.

Americans and Britons alike readily devour hindquarter especially steaks. The forequarter is slower to move, being traditionally eaten as mince by the British in dishes such as cottage pie and more recently lasagne. In America the burger is the king of fore quarter, closely followed by the hotdog. The French have many forequarter dishes.

Consumers that buy direct

Consumers that buy direct in the US, France and the UK do so because they feel that the meat has better covenance, health and taste values. There are some important differences that I observed: Americans want pastured products for their own selfish needs, the British want free range for the animal(s needs and the French want local food for taste and freshness.

The desire for pasture raised animal foods although not mainstream, is very important amongst US direct consumers. The strongest purchasers of meat direct from the farm in the US that I came across were those looking for particular health benefits, especially the higher omega 3 levels to be found in pasture raised meats, eggs and milk. I was visiting one farm selling raw pastured milk direct, when a woman turned up having driven over 100 miles to get her supply.

Americans want a high omega 3 diet from milk, eggs and milk from grass-based systems. The American seeker of good food with a high omega 3 content is much more clued up on the need for animals to be grazing grass than the UK or French consumer. British consumers are becoming aware of the benefits of a high omega 3 diet but our opportunity to supply it is being hijacked by food processors.

Many consumers have turned away from the bland limited offerings of the big retailer and now seek out specialist butchers in an attempt to once again source the real thing. In Britain and France there are still some traditional butchers left, but in America they are very rare indeed and one of the few ways that consumers can get good meat is by buying direct from the farmer. 

Methods of direct marketing

Direct from the farm
In the US legislation does not favour farmers selling direct from the farm and is designed around the large processors who have no interest in seeing farmers by-passing them even on a small scale. The most common form of coping with this legislation is by selling the animal on the hoof to a customer or group of friends. In theory the customer takes the animal to a custom kill slaughter facility and picks up the butchered meat in due course. In practice the farmer does all this for the customer.

The British farmer usually disperses his animal in packs of an eighth as opposed to the American quarter or half. In France it is in 10kg packs.

Farmers markets
Farmers often sell their meat frozen at American farmers markets whereas in Britain and France the meat is almost always fresh, so must be sold that day.

Restaurants
Selling to restaurants in both countries can bring exposure to appreciative customers, but is full of pitfalls. Aggressive food service companies usually protect chains and independents want discounts, credit and mostly hindquarter.

Shipping
Many farmers in US, France and UK sell their meat on the internet and then freight it via courier to their customers. The cost of delivery can be high, but the biggest problem is the lack of relationship with the customer.

Direct delivery
A good relationship can be made with the customer, which is vital for when things go wrong. The customers need to be in a small enough delivery area to be viable.

Farm shops
A butchery is a great addition to a larger shop, but may be a tie for smaller farmers with unpredictable sales.

Opportunities
Better quality than supermarket meat
There is much opportunity to reach to the consumer direct and repair the damage done to meat sales by the indifferent multiple retailers that are really more interested in selling trouble free tins and packets which earn them a greater margin. Once a customer has eaten traditional meat, especially well hung beef, he or she is unlikely to go back to supermarket offerings.

Local food

The desire for local food is coming more to the fore as we search for identity in a fast changing anonymous world where one super store looks and sells the same as another.

 Health 

It is proven that a high omega 3 diet is essential for a healthy diet. This is not a fad. The British will catch up with the Americans and start to seek out pasture finished meat products to enhance their intake of omega 3 fatty acids. Our natural grass growing farms are well set to meet the demand.

Evolution

Humans have travelled far in the eleventh hour of evolution. We are highly adaptive omnivores but our bodies are lagging behind in the stone age. In a huge global experiment, society is now eating a range of processed foods that we share no evolutionary history with. Some genotypes will adapt quickly and others will not and therefore fade from existence. The effects of unsuitable diet may not be apparent in one generation for minute disadvantages in terms of fertility and health possibly leading to extinction for some families in 400 generations. Yet the effects on some groups of poor diet are clearly seen today.

Threats

The power of supermarkets should not be underestimated especially in terms of their ability to influence legislators. They may decide to (take out( direct marketers the way the have taken out small shops.

Farmers in the UK have allowed food processors to hijack the growing awareness of the need for omega 3`s in the diet by directing consumers to their concoctions. Further processing is the problem not the answer.

Food hygiene legislation suits big retailers more than small producers and their customers who want raw milk and fresh eggs.

Farmers may actually decide that off farm activities are too much of a distraction from their core businesses .A pound earned off farm is not so clever if two escape on farm through lack of focus on the main enterprise.

Conclusions

There are great opportunities for the farmer to reconnect with the eating public by providing quality local meat, eggs and milk from breeds that the customer can identify with.

Britain(s grassland farmers can supply a high omega 3 diet and restore the nations health 

Farmers can tap into the resentment felt at the monopoly of the big players by being local, by being special and by being service oriented. There is a weariness about the colossal dominance of multinational corporations that dominate our food chain that is failing to inspire people anymore.

Direct marketing can add income to farming as well as other benefits such as creating understanding and appreciation amongst the public.

Small farmers and new entrants are particularly well placed to compensate for their lack of acres by capturing more of the retail value of their food

Recommendations.

 I recommend that UK consumers do their own research about the health and taste benefits of meat direct from the farm.

 I further recommend that UK farmers learn how to produce high omega 3 meats, milk and eggs through the use grass and satisfy this growing demand to get healthy food direct from the farm.

I recommend that health and diet leaders ditch their now discredited bias against animal proteins and recommend that people eat their own evolutionary food by attaining a mixed diet including pasture raised meats, eggs and raw milk sourced as local as possible, while avoiding all foods processed out of the home. 
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