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Ward speaks of building partnerships
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ROSEVILLE, Minn. -- "We know that farmers need help," said David Ward, the keynote speaker at Food Alliance Midwest's
annual meeting Feb. 6 in Roseville.

Ward, the executive director of the Association of Family Farms, told a room full of sustainable agriculture producers and
buyers there is evidence consumers care about sustainably grown food. However, a lack of trust between all three parties
involved -- producers, buyers and consumers -- is hindering the market.

This first lack of trust in the chain is with producers who don't trust they will benefit if they grow to meet demand, he
said.

"A lot of producers really don't trust buyers," he said.

Meanwhile, buyers -- which are distributors, wholesalers, retailers and restaurants -- don't trust consumers because
there aren't methods to know what they will buy. Consumers don't trust food, especially recently with multiple recalls.

But all markets require trust to work efficiently, so AFF is working on a plan to help producers and buyers think of each
other as strategic partners and build trust. These relationships are called values-based value chains.

One step to establish these relationships is called Memorandums of Understanding. These are written agreements that
set the responsibilities of both parties. The idea is that by agreeing to their expectations of each other, producers can
trust they'll have a market for their goods while buyers can rely on quality products at a set quantity.

Ward said some buyers have resisted the change, and that this is often attributed to how change is sometimes a naturally
slow process.

"I don't think that's what's really holding them back," he said.
He credits their sluggishness to an underlying anxiety about American consumers
"It's not that buyers don't trust producers," he said. "They think consumers only buy on price."

For the buyer, it wouldn't be a smart move to trust consumers' loyalty because it's hard to predict their demand beyond
what happens when prices get cut, said Ward. Ward pointed out that this is ironic, since buyers have spent time teaching
consumers to do this with slogans like "always low prices" and "we sell for less."

AFF's conclusion is to help end sellers create loyal relationships with consumers to better predict demand. By knowing
what consumers need, buyers can enter into a predictable partnership with producers.



The organization has a plan for a certification program to help build trust and share information. Independent family

farms that meet AFF membership standards, achieve a passing score on a Food Alliance certification process and have a
MOU with a buyer, may earn an AFF certification.

Through this program, they will have access to four tools: a seal to put on products that identifies it as AFF certified, a
declaration retailers can display that lists certified products and two Internet communities. The first of these online
communities will help retailers and food service organizations learn where they can get food they need; the second will
allow consumers to enter information on what they want to buy. Buyers and producers will be able to access the
consumers' wish lists to collect information about what consumers want.

It will be a regionally-based model that will include the Midwest, Ward said. These values-based value chain projects are
just beginning to be put in place and the Web components are still in development.



