
ONLINE MARKET CASE STUDY

C O V I D - 1 9  e x p o s e d  t h e  p r e c a r i o u s  s t a t e  o f  t h e  l o c a l  f o o d  e c o n o m y  i n
t h e  C h a m p l a i n  V a l l e y ,  a n d  b e y o n d .  O n c e  t h e  s t a t e w i d e  s h u t d o w n  w a s
a n n o u n c e d  i n  m i d - M a r c h ,  C h a m p l a i n  V a l l e y  g r o w e r s  q u i c k l y  l o s t
f a r m e r s ’  m a r k e t ,  r e s t a u r a n t  a n d  i n s t i t u t i o n a l  b u s i n e s s ,  c r e a t i n g
u n c e r t a i n t y  i n  t h e  l o c a l  a g  e c o n o m y  a n d  f o o d  i n s e c u r i t y  i s s u e s .  A
n a t i o n w i d e  m e a t  s h o r t a g e  o c c u r r e d  a n d  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  i m p o r t s
d r o p p e d .  I t  w a s  u n c l e a r  w h e n ,  o r  i f ,  i m p o r t a n t  d i r e c t  m a r k e t s  w o u l d
r e - o p e n  i n  2 0 2 0 .

A t  t h e  s a m e  t i m e ,  t h e  p u b l i c  w a s  s e e k i n g  a l t e r n a t i v e  w a y s  t o  s o u r c e
f o o d  s a f e l y  o u t s i d e  o f  g r o c e r y  s t o r e s .  C u r b s i d e  d e l i v e r i e s  w e r e  b o r n ,
s p e c i a l  s h o p p i n g  h o u r s  f o r  v u l n e r a b l e  p o p u l a t i o n s  w e r e  c r e a t e d ,  a n d
a r m i e s  o f  v o l u n t e e r s  c o n n e c t e d  b y  m u t u a l  a i d  n e t w o r k s   
f o r m e d  t o  a s s i s t  i n  d e l i v e r i n g  f o o d  t o  t h o s e  w h o  
c o u l d n ' t  v e n t u r e  o u t s i d e  t h e i r  h o m e s  t o  r i s k
 i n f e c t i o n .  

C O V I D - 1 9  a l s o  r e i n f o r c e d  s o m e t h i n g  A C O R N   
h a s  k n o w n  f o r  y e a r s ;  l a c k  o f  a c c e s s  i s  n o t  a b o u t  
a  l a c k  o f  f o o d .  I t ’ s  a  p r o b l e m  o f  d i s t r i b u t i o n .  
P r o v i d e  a  l a r g e r  m a r k e t  f o r  l o c a l  f o o d  p r o d u c e r s ,  
e f f i c i e n c i e s  o f  s c a l e  w i l l  i n c r e a s e ,  p r i c e s  w i l l  
d r o p ,  a n d  m o r e  p e o p l e  w i l l  b e  a b l e  t o  a c c e s s  
l o c a l  f o o d .

O v e r  a  q u a r t e r  o f  V e r m o n t

f a r m s  ( 1 , 8 3 3 )  s e l l  d i r e c t l y  t o

c o n s u m e r s  t h r o u g h  f a r m e r s

m a r k e t s ,  C S A s ,  a n d  o t h e r

“ d i r e c t  m a r k e t ”  c h a n n e l s .  

C o n s u m e r  t r e n d s  s h o w  p e o p l e

a r e  l o o k i n g  f o r  a  r e l a t i o n a l

f o r m  o f  f o o d  p u r c h a s i n g .

C o l l a b o r a t i v e  m a r k e t i n g  i s

a l r e a d y  h a p p e n i n g  a t  v a r i o u s

l e v e l s ,  a n d  c a n  b e  b u i l t  u p o n

t o  s u p p o r t  i n d i v i d u a l

p r o d u c e r s  a n d  f a r m e r s

m a r k e t s  u n a b l e  t o  c o m p e t e

w i t h  t h e  m a r k e t i n g  s a v v y  o f

l a r g e  c o m p a n i e s .

D i r e c t  m a r k e t  f a r m e r s  o f t e n

l a c k  t h e  m a r k e t i n g  s k i l l s ,

t e c h n o l o g y ,  b r o a d b a n d  a c c e s s ,

a n d  f u n d i n g  n e c e s s a r y  t o

r e a c h  m o d e r n  c o n s u m e r s  i n

t h i s  c o m p e t i t i v e  e n v i r o n m e n t .
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O C T O B E R
2 0 2 0

BACKGROUND
(Source: Vermont Food System Plan Market Brief)

THE SHUTDOWN

WE EXPLORE:
Effects of COVID's Shutdown

How We Responded

Lessons Learned

Working Towards Future Resiliency 

“ W e  a r e  s e e i n g  h o w  f r a g i l e  o u r  f o o d

s y s t e m  i s ,  w i t h  t h e  g l o b a l i z a t i o n  a n d

c o n c e n t r a t i o n  o f  p r o d u c t i o n ,  a n d  a

f e w  h u g e  p r o c e s s i n g  p l a n t s .  W e  h a v e

t o  g o  b a c k  t o  r e g i o n a l  a n d  l o c a l  f o o d

s y s t e m s . ”  -  J i m  G o o d m a n ,  P r e s i d e n t ,

N a t i o n a l  F a m i l y  F a r m  C o a l i t i o n ,



HOW WE RESPONDED

ACORN immediately surveyed and interviewed our network’s food
producers and found that they can and want to produce more food, but
need access to more markets.  We also found that a large portion of area
farmers and food producers aren’t online.

By the end of April ,  ACORN organized an Online Farmers’  Market with two
centralized distribution points in Bristol (Tandem Kitchen) and Middlebury
(Hannaford Career Center).  ACORN also created an interactive Google
Map that lists the nearly 250 farms and food producers in ACORN's Food
and Farm Guide, an annual publication since 2010. (ACORN was forced to
cancel the Guide in May 2020 as a result of COVID-19).  

The public was driven to the Online Market on the ACORN website to
identify nearby growers and producers as well  as online farm stores where
they could place orders online. The ACORN website received an 800%
increase in traffic in April  and May,  with the majority of people visiting
the Online Farmers' Market and Map  page.  All  orders were paid for
through the producers’  individual websites.  ACORN did not handle any of
the money exchanged, and food was pre-packed in bags with customers'
names on them for curbside pick-up. ACORN provided marketing and
publicity support using its network, and volunteers assisted with curbside
pick-up. As the farmers’  markets reopened, ACORN decided to stop
running the online market so as not to compete with them. 

ACORN's Online Farmers’  Market ran for five weeks, from April  29 - May
28, 2020, and added just over $10,000 to the local food economy. 

T h a n k  y o u  f o r  t h e  o p p o r t u n i t y  t o
d i s t r i b u t e  o u r  p l a n t s  t o  t h e  g r e a t e r
c o m m u n i t y  i n  t h i s  u n p r e c e d e n t e d  t i m e .

 -  K e l l e y  M i l l s ,  H a n n a f o r d  C a r e e r

C e n t e r ' s  G a r d e n  P a t c h  

T h a n k  y o u  f o r  h a v i n g  s u c h  a  g o o d  i d e a
a n d  m a k i n g  i t  h a p p e n  s o  q u i c k l y !  I t  w a s  a
g o o d  t r i a l  r u n  a n d  h o p e f u l l y  A d d i s o n  C o .
c a n  m a k e  s i m i l a r  m o d e l s  w o r k  i n  t h e
f u t u r e .  -  R a c h e l  S m i t h ,  P i n  U p  P i c k l e s

T h a n k s  s o  m u c h  f o r  a l l  y o u r  h a r d  w o r k !
P l e a s e  d o  u p d a t e  u s  a b o u t  a  c e n t r a l i z e d
o r d e r i n g  p l a t f o r m .  

-  S i l a s  D o y l e - B u r r ,  L a s t  R e s o r t  F a r m

I t  w a s  v e r y  u p l i f t i n g  t o  u s  p r o d u c e r s  t o
k n o w  t h a t  A C O R N  w a s  t h e r e  t o  h e l p .  

- H a n n a h  S e s s i o n s ,  B l u e  L e d g e  F a r m

T h a n k s  f o r  i n c l u d i n g  u s .  W e ’ v e  b e e n
h a p p y  t o  r e a c h  c u s t o m e r s  w e  w o u l d n ’ t
n o r m a l l y  b e  a b l e  t o .   

-  J i l l  K o p e l ,  N e w  L e a f  O r g a n i c s

A centralized, streamlined e-commerce platform  that makes it  easier

for people to pay all  participating vendors in one place 

An improved system for producers to aggregate and deliver food ,

including a location with cold storage and longer opening hours*

The ability to monetize the platform  in order to pay for a

coordinator/manager;  the platform cannot run on volunteers alone

The ability to be nimble and dynamic ,  in order to respond to sudden

disruptions in the supply chain

After closing the market,  ACORN hosted focus groups with the producers

and received feedback from customers.  ACORN identified a few key

features that a future online market would ideally implement :

*Due to the Champlain Valley's rural landscape, this will  prove to be one of
the biggest challenges moving forward and ACORN looks forward to working
with all  engaged stakeholders for a community-oriented solution. 

LESSONS LEARNED

FEEDBACK FROM
PRODUCERS 

PLANNING FOR RESILIENCY
A C O R N  i s  c u r r e n t l y  p r o v i d i n g  o n -
t h e - g r o u n d  i n s i g h t  a n d  d i r e c t i o n  t o
c r e a t e  a  f r e e ,  n o t - f o r - p r o f i t  m o b i l e
a p p  a n d  p l a t f o r m  t h a t  c o n n e c t  l o c a l
f o o d  p r o d u c e r s  w i t h  c o m m u n i t y
m e m b e r s  a n d  b u s i n e s s  o w n e r s .  T h i s
c e n t r a l i z e d  o n l i n e  o r d e r i n g  s y s t e m
w i l l  e v e n t u a l l y   h a v e  a n  e m b e d d e d
p i c k - u p  a n d  d e l i v e r y  m e c h a n i s m .
A C O R N  w i l l  m o v e  m o r e  f a r m s
o n l i n e ,  a n d  a c t  a s  a  k e y  f a c i l i t a t o r  i n
s o l v i n g  t h e  c h a l l e n g e s  o f  r u r a l  
a g g r e g a t i o n  a n d  
d i s t r i b u t i o n .

http://www.acornvt.org/onlinemap
http://www.acornvt.org/onlinemarket

