Ravalli County Community Food Assessment - - - Grocery Store Survey 


Summary
Facilities


We contacted all of the grocery stores in the phonebook.  In all, nine owners completed the surveys, mostly in person via one-on-one interviews.  Four stores are located in Hamilton, two in Stevensville, two in Victor, and one in Florence.  Seven are independently owned and two are part of larger chains.  The stores have been in operation since as recently as June 2008 and as far back as the late 1800's.  Several stores focus on local, natural, and organic foods; others feel that their fast and friendly service, low priced items, selection, hometown roots, or bulk and discounted items make their stores unique.  One owner called his/her store a giant convenient store (a mix between a supermarket and a convenient store).

Purchasing

When purchasing food, several store owners look for local, organic, and/or natural foods, while others specifically consider the price.  Additional criteria include: best quality; item popularity, movement, and requests; seasonal items; and surplus or bulk items.  All of the store owners expect from their suppliers good quality or fresh products, and five also expect a good price.  Individual owners look for reliability or items that are clean, meet government standards, or have a UPC code (if locally sourced).


Grocery stores use a plethora of suppliers to meet their grocery needs.  Though our survey asked for the stores’ top three distributors, at least four owners use many more than three suppliers.  Primary distributors include: URM Stores, Inc. (United Retail Merchants), SUPERVALU, Associated Food Stores Inc., Lifeline Dairy, Grocery Distributing Company, and the corporation’s warehouse.  Two stores each use Spokane Produce, Sheehan Majestic, Summit Distributing, or Peirone Produce for additional purchases.  No store has binding contracts with, or must buy a minimum amount from, any of these distributors.

All but one store owner have seen a price increase from their distributors.  Three have seen about a 5% increase in food costs and four have seen about 15% price increases.  Please see Figure 1.  Nearly everyone cited fuel as a culprit for higher food prices (whether fuel impacts shipping or production costs).  Several also commented on the demand on grains and the rising administrative costs like insurance or workman's comp.  Five owners believe that in general distributors have at least slightly better prices than local suppliers (as one commented, local is often organic, so it is hard to compare local producers with distributors).  Three owners believe that local produce is comparable though (or almost so).  
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Figure 1


To cover this increasing cost of food, two-thirds of the stores recently increased prices.
  Some customers expected the price raise or realized that prices were rising everywhere; others changed shopping patterns ("buy what need, not what want") or complained.  Further increase in food prices could impact the stores in different ways.  Three owners think higher prices would hurt sales, and another says that higher prices will diminish the focus of the store, which is selling discounted items.  Two owners commented that people have to eat; high prices simply encourage customers to buy more store-brand food (versus name-brands) or to shop at grocery stores more and eat out less.  One store has not seen negative impacts because people are willing to pay for fresh local food; another store is trying to ride out higher prices but may eventually need to increase prices.


Six owners have flexibility in their choice of suppliers. The rest are somewhat limited due to commitment to selling only organic products, to contract, or to the corporation's selection. 
Thoughts on Local Food

Everyone has flexibility in his/her budget for buying locally and seven grocery stores carry local products.
  Local food represents about 90% of Lifeline Creamery’s purchases, though the rest of the stores buy much less.  In four stores, the local foods make up less than 1-2% of total food purchases; in two stores, 10% of total food purchases are local.
  All seven stores are interested in selling more local food.

Grocery stores sell all sorts of local foods.  Five stores sell local meat, including Lifeline (two) and lamb.  Five
 sell dairy products, including cheese (four), milk (four), and butter (two).  Five
 sell local produce, including lettuce, berries, apples, and squash.  Three sell honey; two order Mexitana tortillas and another, bread.  Though not considered “local” for this report, it is worth mentioning that several stores purchase from Hutterrite colonies from around Montana.  All seven stores buy from local farmers, including: Lifeline Produce and/or Dairy, Mountain View Orchards (Swanson’s), Moeller’s, Prairie Sunshine, Sweet Bear Orchard and Apiary, Mexitana Tortillas, Wild Rose Emu, Clearwater Farms, the Leese Ranch, Wayne Olson, Riversong Gourmet Organic Catering, and other “various farmers.”  All of the stores have their purchases delivered, and one store also picks up some items.  Five of the stores use these foods year-round, and two use them seasonally.

Stores sell local meat regardless of whether they have their own butcher, as Table 1 displays.  Another store had a butcher three years ago, but the owner only buys pre-cut meat now, as customers were not interested in purchasing meat at the store, even if meat prices were cheaper than at other stores.
	Butcher?
	Local Meat Products

	Yes
	lamb (50% of total lamb sales)

	Yes
	None

	Yes
	pork and lamb (10% each of respective total sales), Emu, and beef (70% of total beef sales)

	No
	pork and other (90% each of respective total sales) and beef (100% of total beef sales)

	No
	pork, beef, and lamb (100% each of respective total sales)


Table 1

Almost all of the stores that sell local food advertise that they do so, using fliers, or placing signs by the products or in front of the store.  One store does not advertise in general.  Six of the owners say that patrons have expressed interest in local food, though two of the six said it was just a little interest.  Despite the attention, customers are not as interested in paying more for local food.  Only three of the seven owners think that customers would be willing to pay more, and one of the three said “but the majority [of customers] are price driven.”  One owner was unsure whether customers would pay more because budgets in the area are tight for some people, and one thinks customers expect local food to cost less because there is less transportation.  


Owners also were asked about organic foods.  Their answers are displayed in Figure 2.  Four would like a source for organic (one said “did carry it before—couldn’t keep up with demand”).  Two already do have sources, though one said they could always use more.  One owner’s interest in organic depends on how well the products would sell.  Six of the seven owners are willing to pay more for organics (several already do). 
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Figure 2

Further Thoughts on Local Food


Regardless of their current usage of local items, all nine grocery stores were asked about using local food in the future.  Six out of nine owners (67%) believe that using any or more local food would benefit their stores, with four mentioning that people like to shop locally.  One owner is concerned about space in the store and another said that local food could possibly benefit the store if the public would shop locally.   

Owners also were asked what local products they would use or carry in greater quantities.  Five expressed interest in produce, with one owner saying “Anything that could grow local, if could sustain quantities [the store would] be glad to carry it.”  Three owners possibly are interested in meat, one if the right opportunity and price were available.  The other two are concerned about the lack of a) finishing plant for hogs and federally inspected meat plants in the valley, or b) sufficient freezer space in his/her store.  Three owners are interested in baked goods, and one in eggs, dairy, and honey. One is “pretty much open to anything.”

Eight owners have been approached by farmers.  Most (seven) of the owners would buy more local food if there were a centrally organized local distribution system.  All nine would need their local food delivered.  Five owners do not need for producers to be able to provide a minimum quantity of an item, and another owner said that consistency helps but the store has flexibility.  Two-thirds of the stores have no storage constraints to purchasing local food (six).  All nine are able to purchase local food in season.  In addition, stores could use food beyond the growing season; eight owners can use products that have been stored in a root cellar or another form of storage, such as a cooler, and the remaining owner can as far as s/he knows.

Few store owners expressed need for food to be prepared; however, most owners do need for food to come packaged or labeled in various ways.  Table 2 displays the owners’ packaging needs.  Additionally, one owner would need to get local items authorized by the corporation, and another mentioned that s/he would cut his/her own meat.
	Type of Packaging/Labeling
	No. of Responses
	Comments

	UPC Code
	4
	Except on vegetables; if scan-able item

	Ingredients
	4
	Including “a label of what it is”

	Packaged/Wrapped/ Sealed
	3
	One said specifically meat, dairy, and baked goods

	Date
	2
	

	Point or Country of Origin
	2
	Produce and meat

	Meets guidelines
	2
	Federal or state

	Other
	4
	Quality; nutritional value (baked good); labeled certified organic; boxed in recyclable container


Table 2

Five owners said there are no legal constraints for them to purchase local food, though one added the condition “if it meets sanitation regulations,” and another clarified that the store has to have licenses (to carry milk and meat, to bake bread in store) regardless of whether food is local or not.  Three other owners made comments: A) food must be inspected (at least meat), B) the producer needs to meet federal or state regulations and must have a federal tax ID, and C) store does not require (but prefers) that producers have insurance.  Store C also stopped selling local eggs because it wanted a business license on which to fall back.
Obstacles and Benefits


Grocery store owners ended their surveys discussing the opportunities and challenges of selling local food in their establishments.  Figures 3 and 4 display the results.  The most commonly cited obstacle, by far, is availability, which all nine owners find to be a barrier.  About half as many owners believe that the two next most common answers, affordability and legal requirements, are obstacles.  Presentation of food and facility procurement policy are the least problematic, with only one owner finding either to be an obstacle.  One owner also said that consistency of produce (size and quality) is a concern.
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                                   Figure 3: 
Af=Affordability, 
Av=Availability, 
Quan=Quantity, 
Qual=Quality, 
PC=Patron’s Choice, 
L/PI=Liability/Product Insurance, Con=Convenience, 
LDS=Lack of Distribution System, 
LR=Legal Requirements, 
SC =Storage Capacity, 
PoF=Presentation of Food, 
FPP=Facility Procurement Policy, IRfP=Inadequate Receipt from Producer, 
CI/R=County Inspection/Regulations

Owners believe that some of the obstacles can be overcome.  They recommend education (for producers about grocery store requirements and for consumers to change mindset and know what is available).  Several owners want some type of producers’ co-operative and another mentioned having a central distributing and delivery system.  Also mentioned were having quality, quantity, and a pricing system that matches stores’ scanners.   One owner’s comments sum up nicely some of the more commonly desired solutions:  “[There] needs to be coordination/cooperation between growers. [It] won’t work [to] have lots of growers in valley and everyone brings in six heads of romaine.  Need to produce enough, [have] centralized billing/accounting coordination.”  A few owners also commented on what needs to change in Ravalli County for the food system to meet their needs.  One owner again stated that availability is the main problem.  Two other owners mentioned working together or having some sort of coordination of suppliers.  

Grocery owners also see benefits of serving locally grown food.  All nine owners believe that freshness, supporting local farmers/economy, and knowing the source of food are benefits.  The least commonly cited benefits include flavor, variety, and food security.  One owner added the benefit of giving customers a chance to buy local.
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                                                         Figure 4: 
SLF/E=Support Local Farmers/Economy,
HQF=High Quality Food, 
SA=Sustainable Agriculture, SotL=Stewardship of the Land, 
RT=Reduced Toxins, 
Fl=Flavor, 

Fr=Freshness, 
Var=Variety, 
EC=Energy Conservation, 

FS=Food Security, 
BC= Builds Community, 
KSoF=Knowing Source of Food

Owners were asked to list perks and challenges of owning a grocery store in this area.
  Two owners feel that their grocery stores are a service to the community and another says that people like his/her store.  Two stores enjoy flexibility—in purchasing and in making changes, and another owner says that being in this county allows him/her to buy local products.  Though fewer owners listed them, challenges exist, including: competition, remoteness (last ones to get deliveries), and lower incomes in the valley (need to get products people can afford).  

In closing, a few owners gave their final comments.  One owner recommended looking at the cherry operation in the Flathead.  Another owner said that the stores are happy to work with farmers, if the farmers would want to work with the stores.  One owner expressed the need for increased demand for local foods.  In his/her experience, “there is not enough interest to make any large scale program economically feasible.”  Another owner commented that there is not enough product to support his/her store’s needs; furthermore the customers care more about size and uniformity of product than about whether it is local. However, he continued, a smaller grocery store could easily make local items its niche.
Conclusion

Grocery stores are in a unique position to use local food.  Over three-quarters of the stores surveyed already sell local food and are interested in selling more.  Almost all of the stores already have been approached by farmers.  The stores have the flexibility to buy foods seasonally and use properly stored items in off season months.  Collectively, the owners listed few obstacles of serving local food.  Barriers still do exist though, with availability being the biggest.  Owners also mentioned some legal issues and packaging requirements that would need to be coordinated.  In all, grocery store owners do seem interested in incorporating more local food, but at the least would need a system for increasing availability and coordination.
� “Recently” was not clearly defined (i.e. “in the last year” or “in the last six months”), and thus grocery store owners may not have answered this question uniformly.


�For this assessment report, we consider “local” food to only include products that are grown, raised, or processed in Ravalli County.  One store does sell Montana products and allows a Ravalli farmer to sell produce in front of the store.  However, the store itself does not currently sell any Ravalli County products, so its answers are not included in this section. 


� One owner was not told our definition of local (strictly Ravalli County) when s/he answered this question, so his/her percentage of just Ravalli County products may be a little lower.


� A sixth might sell local dairy products as well; the owner said “Lifeline products” but did not specify if s/he meant Lifeline Produce or Lifeline Dairy.


� Another grocery store sells corn, squash, apples, cherries, and flowers, but it is unclear if the supplier is the state nursery (out of study area) or a local vendor.


� Comments are included even if they were not labeled specifically as “perks” or “challenges.”  Only three of the nine owners designated which comments were perks or challenges and the dataset would be more skewed by not including two-thirds of the comments than by deciding which comments are perks and which are challenges.  





