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Introduction
Budgeting could help farmers market organizations 1 adapt to the financial problems that the
COVID-19 pandemic caused. However, many farmers markets have limited resources and
staffing, which impede that level of planning. In 2019, 62% of farmers markets used volunteers
in some capacity, and 47% did not have a paid market manager (USDA NASS 2020). Only 48%
of the 8,140 U.S. markets had an annual operating budget (USDA NASS 2020). Just 4% of
markets had a paid full-time budget expert/accountant, with 2% of markets having one on a parttime basis (USDA NASS 2020). Thus, many farmers markets were ill-equipped to manage the
unanticipated budget strains caused by COVID-19 restrictions.
The first objective of this brief is to establish a more transparent and better understanding
of the budgets of farmers market organizations. This document includes case studies with
budgetary data from the Boulder County Farmers Markets (BCFM) in Colorado and the Pacific
Coast Farmers Market Association (PCFMA) in the San Francisco Bay Area. The case studies are
intended to help farmers market managers conceptualize the expenditures and revenue streams of
markets with different organizational structures. This document provides markets across the U.S.
with insight into the budgeting procedures of higher-capacity organizations and provides context
for lower-capacity markets seeking to establish their own budgeting practices. A key message
throughout these case studies is that market managers should not be intimidated by the concept
of budgeting.a In Appendix 3, readers will find some simple suggestions for market managers
who plan to begin budgeting or improve upon existing budgeting practices.

1

We use the phrase “farmers market organization” to refer to the entity that oversees the operation of one or more
farmers markets. These entities can be non-profits, for-profits, volunteer-led, or operated by a governmental agency
like a municipality.
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The second objective of this document is to reduce the burden, caused by the pandemic, on
farmers market managers across the U.S. by showing how budgets can be used to help with
financial planning. As a part of the case studies, BCFM and PCFMA both provided full-year
financial data for 2017-2019, as well as for the first half of 2020. This data was used to assess
how COVID-19 impacted these organizations and to inform the decisions the organizations made
to alleviate the resulting budget strain. This information is intended to help other farmers market
managers develop strategies to adapt to COVID-19 impacts on business and, more generally, how
budgeting can be valuable in adapting to any emergency situation.
Video interviews with the executive directors – Brian Coppom (BCFM) and
Allen Moy (PCFMA) – accompany the budgets.

These interviews provide greater context

about their organization’s budgeting practices and how they adapted to business changes
resulting from COVID-19.2

A third interview is also included in which Brian Coppom and

Allen Moy are joined by the Bloomfield Development Corporation’s (BDC) Executive
Director, Christina Howell.3 BDC manages a farmers market in the Bloomfield neighborhood
of Pittsburgh, PA as part of their broader portfolio of community engagement activities.
Bloomfield Development Corporation is a nonprofit focused on community development in the
Bloomfield neighborhood of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. Their mission is “to build a thriving,
diverse community through equitable engagement.” Unlike BCFM and PCFMA, both of
which operate multiple markets and whose missions are more directly aligned with creating
support for farmers and local agriculture, Bloomfield operates a single market whose purpose
is based in building a more socially and economically viable community. As a nonprofit
managing multiple programs, BDC’s strategic plan guides the budget planning for all of their
work, including their farmers market. Bloomfield’s Saturday Market is but one component of their
larger organizational budget where some expense categories are consolidated across programs.

2
3

https://lfscovid.localfoodeconomics.com/case_studies/using-budgets-to-help-farmers-markets-adapt-to-covid-19/
https://lfscovid.localfoodeconomics.com/case_studies/using-budgets-to-help-farmers-markets-adapt-to-covid-19/
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Impacts of COVID-19 on Farmers Market Managers
The coronavirus (COVID-19) had disruptive impacts on farmers market organizations in the
United States (U.S.) beginning in the spring of 2020. Some markets, particularly markets located
in business districts oriented towards commuters, did not open in 2020 altogether as workers
shifted from commuting to teleworking. Other markets experienced delayed openings in the spring
of 2020 as public health officials developed social distancing protocols. Further, markets that were
able to open typically needed to adapt to evolving safety guidelines such as a) spacing the vendors
at greater distances from each other, b) implementing a single point-of-entry system, and c)
adopting curbside pick-up or delivery models.
These social distancing protocols reportedly reduced the income while increasing the costs
of farmers market organizations (FMC 2020). One major source of income loss was attributable
to a reduction in vendor fees. U.S. farmers markets that charge fees to producers/vendors
predominately have a flat rate for each vendor for each day that they attend the market or based on
the vendor’s stall size (USDA NASS 2020). Consequently, markets that were closed generated no
revenue. Markets that were able to open often had fewer vendors attending markets causing a
significant decrease in vendor fees. In some markets, the reduced number of vendors was due to
spacing vendor stalls farther apart for social distancing purposes. A second reason was vendors
being unavailable due to a) health challenges or b) either on-farm or market-level labor shortages
(FMC 2020). In addition to revenue reductions, farmers market organizations also experienced
rising costs. The higher cost increases were caused by increased staffing needs to enforce social
distancing guidelines and purchases to comply with the guidelines, such as signage and personal
protective equipment (FMC 2020; WSFMA 2020).
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The Farmers Market Coalition (FMC), which supports farmers markets across the
United States, administered a survey in the fall of 2020 to farmer market organizations.
FMC designed the survey to learn how farmers markets were impacted by COVID-19
during the summer months (June-August) of 2020.4

Table 1 reflects cross-tabulations of

responses from 457 of the U.S. based organizations in that survey.
organizations predominately manage one farmers market.

The responding

However,

19% manage

between 2 and 5 markets, and the remaining 10% manage at least 6 markets (Table 1).
Table 1. Increase in Summer 2020 Costs (compared to Summer 2019) vs. # of Markets the
Respondent Manages
Increase in Summer
2020 Costs

None
$1 to $999
$1,000 to $1,999
$2,000 to $9,999
$10,000 or more
Total

# of Markets Respondent Manages
One or no
response

Two to
five

Six or
more

Total

5%
42%
9%
12%
3%
71%

2%
6%
3%
6%
2%
19%

1%
4%
2%
2%
1%
10%

7%
52%
15%
20%
6%
100%

Only 7% of respondent organizations reported no increase in COVID-related costs in
June, July, and August of 2020 (Table 2). COVID-19 costs for these three months were under
$1,000 for over half of the respondents. However, 26% of respondents experienced COVIDrelated costs of at least $2,000. Of this subset, 15% managed only one farmers market, indicating
that they are relatively small organizations. These additional expenses can be high for lower-

4

It was the second such survey FMC conducted in 2020. The first is summarized on their website (FMC 2020).
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capacity farmers markets, particularly if they experienced similar levels of COVID-related
expenses during the other nine months of the year.
Table 2 presents a cross-tabulation of cost increases and changes in revenue. In total, 61%
of farmers market organizations experienced lower levels of revenue in June-August 2020 relative
to June-August 2019. Revenue increased for only 22% of responding organizations. Some
markets experienced budget strain from the simultaneous decline in revenue and increase in costs.
For instance, 19% of respondents experienced at least a $2,000 increase in COVID-related summer
costs also experienced less revenue (Table 2).
Table 2. Increase in Summer 2020 Costs vs. Change in Summer 2020 Revenue
Increase in
Summer 2020
Costs

None
$1 to $999
$1,000 to $1,999
$2,000 to $9,999
$10,000 or more
Total

Change in Summer 2020 Revenue
Less Revenue

More
Revenue

No Change
in Revenue

Total

4%
28%
10%
14%
5%
61%

2%
14%
3%
3%
0%
22%

2%
11%
2%
3%
1%
18%

7%
52%
15%
20%
6%
100%

Tables 3 and 4 examine two possible causes of declining revenue: a change in the number
of market-days and a change in the number of vendors. The 22% of markets that operated fewer
market-days in June-August 2020 relative to June-August 2019 largely experienced lower revenue
(Table 3). However, 44% of markets experienced lower revenue and did not reduce the number
of days that they operated. This suggests that other factors contributed to decreased revenue levels.
Table 4 shows that the markets that experienced lower revenue levels predominately had
5

reductions in the number of vendors onsite. In total, 74% of responding organizations had fewer
vendors in June-August 2020 than in June-August 2019.
Table 3. Change in Summer 2020 Market-Days vs. Change in Summer 2020 Revenue
Change in Summer
2020 Market-Days

Change in Summer 2020 Revenue
Less Revenue

More
Revenue

No Change
in Revenue

Total

17%
3%
41%
61%

3%
2%
17%
22%

2%
1%
15%
18%

22%
6%
72%
100%

Fewer Days
More Days
No Change in Days
Total

Table 4. Change in Summer 2020 Vendors vs. Change in Summer 2020 Revenue
Change in Summer 2020
Vendors

Over 50% Vendor Increase
21% to 50% Vendor Increase
1% to 20% Vendor Increase
No Change in Vendors
1% to 20% Vendor Decrease
21% to 50% Vendor Decrease
Over 50% Vendor Decrease
Total

Change in Summer 2020 Revenue
Less Revenue

More
Revenue

No Change
in Revenue

Total

0%
2%
2%
2%
14%
32%
9%
61%

1%
3%
4%
4%
7%
3%
0%
22%

0%
1%
2%
5%
6%
3%
0%
18%

2%
5%
8%
11%
27%
37%
10%
100%

6

Establishing Budgets for Farmers Markets
Prior to the BCFM and PCFMA case studies, there is a review of hypothetical budget scenarios
for an individual farmers market. These examples utilize templates created by Market Umbrella
in their 2009 Marketshare project. 5 (See Appendix 2).
These scenarios provide an entry point for smaller farmers market organizations, that
previously did not maintain budgets, to begin doing so. These examples demonstrate how market
managers can adjust their fee structure in order to reach different revenue levels. In these
hypothetical examples, as well as in the subsequent case studies, the focus is on how a market can
generate sufficient revenue in order to have a paid market manager. Although paying a manager
increases the expenses for a market, it also increases the likelihood of success for the market
(Stephenson, Lev, and Brewer 2008).
The examples and case studies are developed with expense categories stipulated by the
U.S. Department of Agriculture’s Agricultural Marketing Service (USDA AMS) for Farmers
Market and Local Food Promotion Program grantees (USDA AMS 2020). These categories
provide a template for what market managers need to maintain to apply for and receive funding
from USDA AMS. These expense categories are:
● Personnel (employee salaries)
● Fringe Benefits (benefits provided to salaried employees)
● Travel (for example: airfare, car rental, hotel, per diem, or mileage)

5

Market Umbrella is an organization that manages farmers markets in New Orleans, LA. Current FMC staff member
Darlene Wolnik was the main author of Market Umbrella’s budget materials. These resources are available upon
request from Darlene Wolnik.
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● Equipment (products that cost more than $5,000 / unit; last more than one year; and are
used for medical, research, scientific, or other technical activities)
● Supplies (products that cost less than 5,000 / unit. For example: chalk, tape, orange
cones, signage, t-shirts, masks, hand sanitizer, tent weights, chairs, or tables)
● Contractual (for example: legal, accounting, or printing services)
● Other (for example: conference registration costs, communications,
rental expenses,
advertisements, publication costs, or data collection costs)
● Indirect Costs (facilities & administrative)

The hypothetical organization in scenarios I-III, presented in Table 5, manages one farmers
market with 16 vendors that average $600 per week in sales. In scenario I, the market operates for
25 weeks and charges vendors a flat stall fee of $25 per week. So, the market’s annual revenue is
$10,000. The manager at this market is unpaid in this scenario. Still, the market incurs other direct
costs that equal $6,305 (Table 5). The market also incurs indirect costs for facilities and
administrative costs equal to 10% of its direct costs ($631). In scenario I the market’s revenues
exceed its costs by $3,064.
Table 5. Hypothetical Budget Scenarios of Individual Farmers Market
Scenario Number
I
Market Length (weeks)
25
No. of Vendors
16
Weekly Sales (per vendor)
$600
Sources of Revenue
Flat Fees (per week per vendor)
$25
Membership Fee (annual per vendor)
$0
Fees as a % of Sales
0%
Manager Salary
Market Manager Hourly Salary
$0
Market Manager Hourly Benefits
$0

II
52
16
$600

III
52
16
$600

$25
$100
0%

$0
$0
6%

$14
$6

$14
$6
8

Market Manager Paid Hours/Week
0
16
16
Revenue
$10,000
$20,800
$0
Stall Fee Revenue
$0
$1,600
$0
Membership Revenue
$0
$0
$29,952
Revenue from Sales
$10,000
$22,400
$29,952
Total Revenues
Expenses
$0
$11,648
$11,648
Personnel
$0
$4,992
$4,992
Fringe Benefits
$450
$450
$450
Travel
$275
$275
$275
Equipment
$80
$80
$80
Supplies
$3,000
$3,000
$3,000
Contractual
$2,500
$4,000
$4,000
Other
$6,305
$24,445
$24,445
Direct Costs Subtotal
$631
$2,445
$2,445
Indirect Costs
$6,936
$26,890
$26,890
Total Expenses
Net Income (Revenue - Expenses)
$3,064
-$4,490
$3,063
Net Income
Note: These scenarios were derived from Market Umbrella templates.

In scenario II, the market is year-round (52 weeks) and charges its 16 vendors a $100 onetime membership fee in addition to the weekly $25 stall fees, making the market’s annual revenue
$22,400. Since the market is year-round instead of seasonal, more effort is needed to manage the
market. Thus, the organization hires a market manager for two days (16 hours) per week. The
total salary cost of hiring a market manager is $20/hour, of which the market pays $14/hour to the
manager in salary and $6/hour as fringe benefits. Except for an increase in “other” costs, the
remaining direct costs are the same between scenarios I and II. For instance, advertising costs may
be higher for a year-round market since there may be a need to advertise throughout the year,
whereas this may not be necessary for a seasonal market. Indirect costs are similarly 10% of direct
costs. Despite the higher level of revenue in this example, the market’s fees are not large enough
to pay for expenses and there is a deficit.
9

The organization could rectify the budget deficit in scenario II by increasing its fees or
reducing costs. As discussed in the case studies, advertising expenses can be straightforward to
reduce. A farmers market with a more serious budget deficit may need to reduce personnel costs.
However, reducing costs can hinder the market’s ability to function. For instance, some people in
the community may be unfamiliar with the farmers market without advertising.
Farmers markets can also implement alternate fee structures, as presented in scenario III.b
The market’s expenses between scenarios II and III are unchanged. However, in scenario III, the
market does not charge fixed fees and instead charges vendors a fee equal to 6% of the value of
their sales. The market earns more revenue under this structure than in scenario II, and their net
income is positive.
The budget template in these examples exclusively focuses on monetary costs. However,
there are also benefits to farmers market organizations in tracking in-kind costs. (See Below)

In these case studies, the focus is on the accounting costs of managing farmers markets, which are
the monetary costs that organizations report in tax returns. Economic costs also account for inkind contributions. For instance, farmers markets may depend on volunteer labor. While farmers
markets do not pay volunteers directly, the “opportunity cost” of time for these volunteers is an
hourly wage they would be paid if they were working employees instead of volunteers.
Changes resulting from COVID-19 led to a sharp increase in the number of volunteer hours
needed to operate farmers markets. This may be important for farmers markets to track
even without incurring monetary expenses. This is because it may be unsustainable for
volunteers to commit many hours at a farmers market for a longer period of time. Other
reasons for farmers market managers to track in-kind expenses are because a) it is valuable to
supporters to see the impact that their contribution provides to the market and b) some grants
that require matching funds allow for in-kind expenses, which implies they must be tracked in
order to be used.c

10

BCFM and PCFMA Background
BCFM and PCFMA are greater in size and have greater capacity than this hypothetical market
organization. Still, the budgets for the case studies are conceptually similar to these hypothetical
scenarios.

To make the comparisons accessible, the more detailed budgets that these two

organizations maintain for their internal accounting purposes have been simplified by allocating
their expenses according to the USDA AMS grantee template. The only modification made to the
USDA AMS categories was to merge the “Personnel” and “Fringe Benefits” categories. The case
studies were also made more accessible by reporting the terms as a percentage of revenue instead
of reporting the dollars associated with revenues and expenses. Thus, these percentages are
accessible to a farmers market organization of any size.
Farmers markets have differences in geographic location, organizational size,
organizational structure, market seasons, the types of programming that they offer, and how they
manage revenues and expenses. BCFM and PCFMA manage “flagship” farmers markets. Wolnik
(2013) describes “flagship” farmers markets as:
…designed to assist the efforts of the larger food or civic community and therefore, its shopping base is not necessarily
drawn from the area surrounding the market. The market is often located on the edge of 1-3 neighborhoods, rather
than deep within one area. Events run a wide gamut of content, vendors are varied and the community that surrounds
the market feels the impact of the market. Parking is often extensive (meaning a lot of defined parking is available)
as the market is expecting to draw shoppers from outside the walking or biking sphere. This market type will often
define or assist municipalities in setting policy or rules for vending for all markets in the area. Decision-makers
(stakeholders) include varied groups that are involved in aspects of the food community and possibly even the larger
civic community. The market staff is often expected to have a wide range of skills from grant writing to project
management to public speaking skills for many audiences.

Other types of farmers markets include a) neighborhood, or “Main Street”, markets, b)
staple or bazaar markets that have non-food vendors, c) markets in low-income neighborhoods that
are intended to address food security, and d) “campus” markets designed to serve a specific group
of shoppers, like markets on hospital or university grounds (Wolnik 2013). Regardless, the value
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of maintaining budgets that we showcase in these case studies is relevant to any kind of
organization that operates farmers markets.

Case Study 1: Boulder County Farmers Markets (CO)
Boulder County Farmers Markets (BCFM) were founded in 1987 with seven farmers at a single
market in Boulder, Colorado. By 2019, the organization operated five markets in the Denver,
Colorado region. Pre-COVID-19, BCFM had 76 producer vendors and 122 value-added vendors
at its markets that grossed between $6 and $8 million in sales.d,e
Budgeting provides BCFM a way to project how their markets may operate in the
future under different scenarios. Suppose, for instance, that BCFM anticipated that sales
were to significantly increase at a market within the next year. BCFM could use a budget to
project how much marketing and customer service expenses might also increase in order to
meet this greater level of demand. At the end of the year, a budget would allow BCFM to
retrospectively assess the accuracy of its projections. For example, if BCFM’s sales did not
increase, a budget can document that perhaps their sales did not increase because they did not
spend money on marketing. This process can help BCFM improve their ability to make
projections in the future. Another way budgeting helps BCFM is that it allows them to verify
that their activities are consistent with their mission, which is to support local agriculture.
Specifically, a budget allows BCFM to determine if resources are dedicated to lower priorities
and if so, redirect resources to their mission.f,g
BCFM charges recurring vendor fees as a percentage of sales, and they also assess annual
vendor fees for processing applications and reserving market space. BCFM’s fee structure is less
12

typical since, of the farmers markets with fees, only 12% charge fees based on a percentage of
vendor sales (USDA NASS 2020). Prior to COVID-19, between 97% and 99% of BCFM’s
funding derived from vendor fees (both recurring and one-time fees) and other operating income
(Table 6). BCFM historically used grants to support indirect activities, like educational activities
for children, or to acquire experience in new areas.h Sales by BCFM’s vendors increased between
2017 and 2019 which, in turn, increased BCFM’s revenue from vendor fees. These revenue
increases contributed to BCFM’s revenue exceeding their expenses by increasingly greater
percentages (2%, 14%, and 20%) during this timeframe (Table 6).
Table 6. Boulder County Farmers Markets Budget
Category

2017

2018

Revenue (as a % of Total Revenue)
82%
89%
Vendor Fee Revenue
3%
1%
Grant Revenue
15%
10%
Misc. Revenue
100%
100%
Total Revenues
Expenses (as a % of Total Revenue)
58%
52%
Personnel & Benefits
1%
1%
Travel
1%
2%
Equipment
8%
7%
Supplies
1%
0%
Contractual
17%
11%
Other
86%
73%
Direct Costs Subtotal
12%
13%
Facilities & Administrative
98%
86%
Total Expenses
Net Income (Revenue - Expenses)
2%
14%
Net Income

2019

Jan. June 2020

93%
1%
6%
100%

45%
56%
0%
100%

48%
0%
1%
5%
1%
13%
68%
12%
80%

123%
0%
3%
12%
1%
14%
153%
22%
175%

20%

-75%

Personnel and benefits are the biggest expenses for BCFM. Since BCFM is a “flagship”
market with an established role in their community’s food and civic issues, staff responsibilities
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may extend to activities that are not directly associated with operating the markets. During the
2017-2019 time period, labor expenses comprised 53% of revenue on average (Table 6). Over
time, BCFM developed a budget that included paying for staff year-round rather than simply
having seasonal staff assigned to the market operations on market days. BCFM found it was more
cost-effective to keep staff employed during the off-season than to recruit and train new volunteers
annually.i
BCFM decided to pay staff since, through experience, they found volunteer labor had high
indirect costs. As with paid staff, managing and training volunteers is time-consuming and
expensive. Moreover, volunteers may stay with the organization for shorter terms than paid staff,
resulting in high costs to the organization. This turnover occurs because volunteers may be less
committed to the organization than paid staff, as costs to unpaid volunteers who quit are low.
BCFM’s revenue collapsed in the first half of 2020 due to a reduction in vendor fees. This
decline in vendor fees occurred because BCFM’s markets were unable to open as scheduled in
April 2020 due to COVID-19 restrictions. In order to support BCFM’s mission of supporting local
agriculture, BCFM pivoted to a curbside pickup operation for products that customers pre-ordered
online and picked up in their car at the market from BCFM staff. BCFM opened in-person
farmers markets in June of 2020.
BCFM projected that 2020 sales would be 70% of 2019 sales; 35% of which would occur
from curbside pickup and 35% from the markets. However, curbside pickup sales were only 10%
of 2019 sales, and while farmers market sales exceeded projections, they were not large enough to
make up this deficit.j So, BCFM will likely have a budget shortfall of $150,000 in 2020. BCFM
was able to avoid bankruptcy in 2020 since it received a Paycheck Protection Program (PPP) loan
and Economic Injury Disaster Loan, as well as other grants and donations from the community.k
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Budgeting provided a way for BCFM to track their expenses precisely during a difficult period.
Budgeting also assisted BCFM with accessing support, since tracking expenses can be required by
those providing grants or loans.
Case Study 2: Pacific Coast Farmers Market Association (CA)
The Pacific Coast Farmers Market Association (PCFMA) was founded in 1988 as a non-profit
organization that operates certified farmers markets on behalf of local farmers in the San Francisco
Bay Area. After PCFMA was unsuccessful in opening a few markets that operated several days
per week, it pivoted to opening markets throughout the Bay Area suburbs that were open once per
week. Before COVID-19, PCFMA managed 55 farmers markets in the San Francisco Bay Area
on behalf of over 300 vendors. This scale makes PCFMA the second-largest U.S. farmers market
organization after GrowNYC.l
PCFMA needed an accurate and comprehensive budget system as the organization
expanded in order to remain financially sustainable. PCFMA tracks which markets each vendor
attends, the frequency at which they attend, the space they use, and the types of products vendors
sell. PCFMA uses these metrics to make budget projections for future years. In one recent
example, when a city expanded the size of one of PCFMA’s markets by one block, PCFMA used
this vendor information to identify which vendors could use the extra space. PCFMA was also
able to make financial projections if their markets were forced to operate in smaller spaces or if
certain vendors were no longer permitted to sell at some of their markets.m
During 2017 and 2018, PCFMA obtained approximately 90% of its revenue from vendor
stall fees and 10% from grants (Table 7). PCFMA’s budget is structured in this way so that the
core mission of operating farmers markets is not dependent on the risks associated with grant
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support.

PCFMA pursues grants to support activities that go beyond standard operating

procedures. One such grant-supported activity is providing nutrition incentives, a mechanism for
matching food assistance benefits redeemed at PCFMA’s markets. PCFMA also uses grant
funding to support projects that are experimental, thereby making the grant awards akin to
“research and development” funds. These experimental projects could include opening new
markets, undertaking consumer research, or trying new marketing strategies.n,o
Table 7. Pacific Coast Farmers Market Association Budget
Category

2017

2018

Revenue (as a % of Total Revenue)
89%
87%
Vendor Fee Revenue
9%
11%
Grant Revenue
3%
2%
Misc. Revenue
100%
100%
Total Revenues
Expenses (as a % of Total Revenue)
58%
60%
Personnel & Benefits
3%
3%
Travel
2%
2%
Equipment
8%
8%
Supplies
2%
2%
Contractual
23%
20%
Other
95%
94%
Direct Costs Subtotal
5%
5%
Facilities & Administrative
100%
99%
Total Expenses
Net Income (Revenue - Expenses)
0%
1%
Net Income

2019

Jan. June 2020

84%
13%
3%
100%

78%
17%
5%
100%

65%
3%
2%
9%
3%
23%
105%
5%
110%

73%
4%
3%
13%
3%
27%
122%
7%
129%

-10%

-29%

PCFMA allocated approximately 60% of its budget expenses for salaries, wages, and
benefits in 2017 and 2018 (Table 7). PCFMA initially hired staff because they were unable to find
volunteers for its markets in the San Francisco Bay Area, which has a high cost of living. Also,
salaries provide an incentive for employees to remain with PCFMA over time. This longevity
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allows them to develop experience and community relationships that increase the value of the
services that PCFMA provides.p,q
As a result of COVID-19 restrictions, PCFMA experienced a reduction of approximately
one third of its stall fee revenue in 2020 relative to 2019. First, Kaiser Permanente, a longtime
collaborator of PCFMA’s, was unable to support farmers markets at its facilities in 2020 as it
prioritized addressing the COVID-19 crisis. Second, some of PCFMA’s vendors were deemed
“non-essential” under state guidelines and were unable to sell at PCFMA’s markets. Third,
PCFMA created more spacing between vendors at markets, which led to less space for
vendors to sell products.r
PCFMA was confronted with the need to reduce expenses as revenues declined in 2020.
One way PCFMA reduced marketing expenses was by reducing paid advertising at public transit
stations. They did this since ridership at those stations precipitously declined and some of the
advertising was targeted in areas where PCFMA would not be operating markets. Reducing
marketing costs allowed PCFMA to avoid eliminating staff positions and maintain benefit levels.
However, some of PCFMA’s staff had to reduce their number of paid hours if, for instance, the
market that they normally managed was not open during 2020.s
Two important financial management strategies PCFMA has adopted are saving excess
revenue a) within the year -- PCFMA’s revenues are higher in the summer than in the winter -and b) across years. PCFMA maintains a reserve in order to fund, for between three to six months,
operating expenses that are essential to exist as an organization (salaries, benefits, rent, and
electricity) in the event they are no longer obtaining revenue unexpectedly. The reserves have
historically provided PCFMA with flexibility for extra expenses. Example expenses include
purchasing, instead of leasing, a vehicle or upgrading their office. In 2019, there was extensive
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rain at PCFMA’s winter markets, which led to a reduction in vendor stall fees and a budget
shortfall. PCFMA used its reserves in 2019 in order to maintain staff hours and its marketing
budget under the assumption that 2019 was an aberration. Subsequently, PCFMA had fewer
reserves at its disposal during the COVID-19 pandemic the following year than would have been
optimal.t,u,v
Building Better Beyond
Budgets assist farmers markets with navigating unforeseen challenges, increasing overall capacity,
and planning for long-term market success. Flagship market organizations such as BCFM and
PCFMA have access to resources and valuable experience which could benefit lower capacity
outlets. PCFMA, BCFM, and BDC all recommend starting simply when tracking expenses.x
Expense information can be used to forecast expenses and revenue, evaluate budgetary changes,
and apply lessons learned to future operations. Sharing this knowledge can help markets build
important relationships with local policymakers, thereby better positioning them to obtain
assistance and respond effectively in future crises.
In 2019, less than half of U.S. farmers markets had annual operating budgets (USDA NASS
2020). However, given the decreasing revenues and increasing costs associated with COVID-19
that occurred in 2020, developing budgets became increasingly important. These case studies
feature two organizations that maintain budgets, and showed how their processes influenced how
they adapted to COVID-19 restrictions. Specifically, the budgets allowed these organizations to
apply for grants and loans, compare revenues among different market channels, and identify
expenses they could reduce. As farmers markets continue to adapt to the impact of the COVID19 pandemic on their businesses, budget systems will help markets attract support and make
informed decisions. Our hope is that these initial studies will inspire additional case studies across
18

market typologies and the development of more accessible tools/resources useful to markets of
varying structure and size.
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Appendix 1. Video Links for Topics Discussed in Text
Superscript

Video

Time

a

BCFM

32:09

b
c
d

Joint
Joint
BCFM

28:26
10:10
1:44

e

BCFM

2:37

f
g
h
i
j
k
l
m
n
o
p
q
r
s
t
u
v
w
x

BCFM
BCFM
BCFM
BCFM
BCFM
BCFM
PCFMA
PCFMA
PCFMA
PCFMA
PCFMA
Joint
PCFMA
PCFMA
PCFMA
Joint
PCFMA
BCFM
Joint

4:14
10:40
15:47
19:38
25:32
24:46, 29:56
1:38
4:02, 5:34
8:14
10:48
15:21
14:53
12:22
17:37
20:56
22:17
24:24
31:42
39:20

y

Joint

20:45

z

Joint

aa

Joint

bb
cc
dd

Joint
Joint
Joint

18:12
3:23, 7:00, 12:42,
35:36
17:07, 43:27
40:52
45:47

Issue
Market managers being confident in
budgeting
Pros and cons of different fee structures
The value in tracking in-kind contributions
BCFM's history
Difference in managing one vs. several
markets
How BCFM uses its budget
Role of BCFM's mission statement
How BCFM uses grants
Value of paid staff to BCFM
COVID's impact on BCFM's revenue
BCFM's COVID support
PCFMA's background
How PCFMA uses its budget
How PCFMA uses grants
Declining municipal support for markets
Value of paid staff to PCFMA
Value of paid staff to PCFMA
COVID's impact on PCFMA's revenue
How PCFMA reduced expenses in COVID
PCFMA's reserves
PCFMA's reserves
Managing cash flow within the year
Budgets and self-empowerment
Start by tracking expenses
Expense categories for high-capacity
markets
Few expense categories when beginning
Budgeting with a strategic plan
Budgets and story-telling
Communicating budgets to a board
When to adapt budgets

View the video interviews here.
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Appendix 2. Example of Market Umbrella’s Budget Templates
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Appendix 3. Tips on How to Begin

Ultimately, this case study is designed to be self-empowering for market managers. As Brian
Coppom stated (which we have lightly copyedited for readability):w
Budgets are just very simple prediction mechanisms of saying, here’s what I think is going to happen. You can write
them in green ink on My Little Pony stationary, and it’s every bit as legitimate as having it in an Excel format with all
of the accepted general ledger numbers attached to each account. It’s really just an exercise of taking the step to say
I want to see what’s going to happen.

For market managers that don’t maintain budgets, but want to start, there are some
straightforward rules-of-thumb that can make the step less daunting and more effective:
● Begin by keeping receipts and tracking expenses of every purchase that your organization
makes for an entire month.x Once managers get in the habit of tracking expenses, they can
develop a system for categorizing them that makes sense for their organization.
● Start off with only a few expense categories in the budget. The organizations that we
profile in this case maintain highly detailed budgets.y However, when they started keeping
budgets, they began with much simpler templates.z For instance, the USDA AMS budget
categories provide a straightforward entry point for market managers without extensive
experience using a budget.
● Your expenses should reflect your organization’s mission and values.aa As we discussed
earlier, farmers markets have different missions: some are motivated to support local
producers, some are focused on increasing food access, and others are developed for
community engagement.bb Budgets should reflect the organization’s priorities so that
scarce resources are not committed to activities that are less important. At the end of every
year, you can evaluate whether your market is attaining its goal(s). If it is not, you can use
the budget’s details to assess whether expenses need to change in order to do so.
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● When describing your budget to others, think of a budget as a way of telling a story. cc
People are accustomed to processing stories. So, when describing your organization’s
budget to your board of directors (if your organization has one), funders, local officials,
vendors, or staff/volunteers, use your organization’s mission as a framing device for
narrating how your budget is structured to accomplish your top-level goals.dd Others are
unlikely to be interested in detailed budget data per se, but they are likely to be interested
in how you use your budget to attain your organization’s objectives.
● Budgets do not need to be set in stone.ee Abrupt shocks, such as COVID-19, can leave
farmers market organizations scrambling to adapt. In these types of circumstances,
markets should reevaluate their budget for the year to see if anything needs to change. As
John Maynard Keynes once famously said, “markets can stay irrational longer than you
can stay solvent.”
● Similarly, keeping reserves may feel like a luxury sometimes, and at times it may not be
feasible. Still, the COVID-19 pandemic demonstrated that farmers market organizations
without reserves were in a difficult position.u

So, under typical circumstances,

organizations that spend less than they accrue in revenue are better equipped to handle the
disruptive impacts caused by COVID-19 or unanticipated weather shocks (like hurricanes,
wildfires, or excessive rain).
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For more information and resources on Local and Regional Food Systems Response to
COVID: Building Better Beyond, visit: https://lfscovid.localfoodeconomics.com/
where you can sign up for our project listserv, read other innovation briefs, and check out
resources put forth by other sectors of the local and regional food system.

The findings and conclusions in this innovation brief are those of the authors and should not
be construed to represent any official USDA or U.S. Government determination or policy.
USDA is an equal opportunity provider, employer, and lender.

Educational programs of Kentucky Cooperative Extension serve all people regardless of
economic or social status and will not discriminate on the basis of race, color, ethnic origin,
national origin, creed, religion, political belief, sex, sexual orientation, gender identity, gender
expression, pregnancy, marital status, genetic information, age, veteran status, or physical or
mental disability.
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