Yelm Farmers Market Hits $105,000 in Sales 

· Market is Currently Looking to Add Additional Vendors for 2015 Season
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The Yelm Farmers Market’s 2014 season came to an end in October and what a season it was.

In its third season, sales at the market totaled $105,000 for the 33 vendors that participated thanks to the 11,000 adults who attended. According to Bill Wyman, the President of the Yelm Food Cooperative which operates the Yelm Farmers Market, that is about $1,000 in sales per hour.

“We’re really, really excited about that,” Yelm Farmers Market Manager Karen Rae said. “It’s $105,000 that came from our people, and it’s going back to our people in our community. ... For me, that’s the biggest warm, fuzzy feeling.”

“The numbers don’t lie,” Wyman said. “That’s really excellent. ... Sixty percent of that (money) went to farmers. ... That’s money that’s staying in the community.”

Additionally, the continued growth and success of the Yelm market means it is a venue local farmers can rely on to sell their goods.

“They’re small farmers, they’re people that are farming because they love it and it’s the way they want to bring up their families, it’s the lifestyle that they want,” Rae said. “Farmers markets are really offering a place that is making this a viable lifestyle choice. ... For us as a community that’s beyond awesome because it means that we’ve got people around us that are growing our food that are close.”

The reliability means the farmers will grow or produce more over a longer period of time with confidence that it will be purchased. Those who sold at the market in 2014 are already planning for next year and new vendors are looking to join in.

“All my farmers will be doing more next year,” Rae said. “They’ve come away really excited and happy and motivated for next year.”

This was Rae’s first year managing the market and she plans to return in her role as manager in 2015. Much of the success and growth seen this past season is due to her hard work, the positive relationships she has built and the passion and joy she brings to her role.

“Karen’s amazing,” Wyman said. “Karen is our best find ever. She’s so good at what she does. She’s so enthusiastic. ... She’s got great relationships with everybody she comes in contact with.”

“It was an opportunity that came up at a perfect time and it just had so many qualities that I love,” Rae said. “I really value community.”

In terms of what Rae has planned for next season, 2015 looks to be even bigger and better than this year. Activities, entertainment, local musicians, new vendors and ready-to-eat foods are all in the works. The requirements of licenses and a commercial kitchen hindered a few people who wanted to make and sell food at the market this past season, but the Yelm Community Kitchen has offered to allow these budding entrepreneurs to use its space.

“It’ll be more,” Rae said. “It’ll be a nice surprise for people.”

The ability to use Electronic Benefits Transfer, or EBT, was added in 2014, but Rae is determined to find sponsors for 2015 in order to allow for matching funds of up to $10 on certain market days. Her hope is this will encourage EBT recipients to shop at the market, instead of buying cheap food at discount stores, since it will make their benefits go further.

“Every penny is so precious to feed your family,” Rae said. “As much as you want to feed them the best, you have to make it stretch. ... By being able to do this, suddenly it is viable (to shop at the farmers market). ... They can come and spend $10 of their money and get $20 worth of amazing, beautiful food.”

While Rae has not given up hope of bringing the market into the city of Yelm borders to make it more accessible to the public, the Yelm Cooperative Board of Directors is not ready to make the move.

“Being in the city would be good because of the location inside the center of the city, but the city is quite adamant that they’re not going to bend or change their rules,” Wyman said. “The business model that that restricts us to, it doesn’t make it profitable, doesn’t make it work at all. It’s not a want thing as much as it is a it’s impossible thing”

The city of Yelm’s has regulations for farmers markets, but Rae said the city council had concerns the Yelm Farmers Market might turn into more of a flea market, which it did not want. This micromanaging surprised Rae because it is not what she is used to, coming from Australia.

“In my perspective, they’re there to take care in a big picture way, not to micromanage us,” she said. “It’s sort of a cultural thing.”

Rae operates the Yelm market under the guidelines of the Washington State Farmers Market Association, which help to ensure it stays a true farmers market. WSFMA guidelines state, to be a farmers market, the majority of sales have to come from vendors who either grow their own products or make products from farm food. Farmers made up 60 percent of sales at the Yelm market this season, and none of the market’s 33 vendors were re-sellers of someone else’s product.

“They were all people who made and grew their own stuff,” Rae said.

Nisqually Springs Farms on state Highway 507 next to the Nisqually River will be the market’s home again next year. Its owner, Glenn Schorno, loves the market and has been supportive, making things easy for Rae. He is already working on investing money over the winter to improve the space for next season, according to Wyman.

“I’m real happy with the location out there at Glenn’s farm,” he said. “We’re a really unique farmers market in that we’re located on a farm in a cornfield.”

In addition to a new salmon vendor and a goat’s milk vendor, Rae is accepting applications from those interested in setting up a booth in 2015. She has some specific items she would like at the market is working on finding vendors interested in selling them.

“The fact that she (Rae) wants to stay and continue says really good things about the future of the market,” Wyman said. “Now instead of it being dropped on her in March, she’s got a whole year behind her, plus she’s got all the winter to think about what to do and how to make it better. I’m really looking forward to it being really excellent this coming year.”

“There’s so many ways that the market’s going to grow and blossom,” Rae said.
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