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Michael and Becky Reeder decided to plant a half-acre of
sweet corn in 1995. Although they didn’t have much
experience growing crops of any kind, they wanted to do
something with part of the land their new home was
located on near Henderson, KY. They were not sure
exactly how much corn the half-acre would produce, how
much would be saleable, or whether people would even
buy it.

Red Barn Farms Retail Area, May 2000

The Reeders planted all the corn at the same time. All
the corn matured at the same time, during a hot spell in
mid-summer. They marketed nearly everything they had
in two days--several hundred dozen ears simply sold
along the side of the road.

On June 30, 1999, the Reeders opened their own retail
farm market. Red Barn Farms is located five miles
south of Henderson and consists of 1700 square feet of
enclosed retail space with an additional 750 square feet
of storage space. The Reeders retail about 8§ acres of on-
site vegetable production and an additional 8 acres of
sweet corn grown at one of their parent’s homes nearby.
Red Barn Farms also sells other locally grown produce,
nursery stock purchased wholesale, assorted preserves
and country gifts, and embroidered items from an in-
house embroidery business. A pumpkin patch, corn
maze, and some farm animals are also located on-site for
school visits.

This report will trace the growth and development of the
Reeders’ business idea. It will give special attention to
the areas identified as critical considerations for
agricultural entrepreneurs. These areas include idea
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generation, marketing, regulation, capitalization, and
business growth.

THE IDEA

“People seemed to be interested in buying something that
was grown and picked that day.”

Michael, now 32, and Becky, 28, were living on 10 acres
in the Henderson area at the time of their sweet corn
success in 1995. After discussing if and how they should
expand on their successful project, they decided to grow
sweet corn again.

The Reeders knew they first had to find a place to market
their product. Michael had graduated from the University
of Evansville in 1989 and was working as a CPA in
nearby Evansville at the time. He approached a garden
center there with the idea of marketing sweet corn and
tomatoes. The garden
center agreed to the
arrangement for 1996,
and the deal was
satisfactory for all
involved. The garden
center had a product that sold during harvest and after its
busy spring season, and Michael and Becky had an outlet
for their crop.

“We read everything we can
get our hands on.”

The Reeders added squash, zucchini, and cucumbers to
their production for the 1997 season. They continued to
market their product through the Evansville outlet, but the
store there did not advertise the product as much as it had
first indicated. During 1997, the city of Henderson
opened a farmer’s market in which the Reeders also
participated. The response to their crop at the farmer’s
market was “really good.” This prompted the Reeders to
consider marketing the product locally through their own
store.

Location, Location, Location

The Reeders knew the old standard definition of the top
three priorities in retail: location, location, location.
They also knew exactly what kind of location they were
looking for. They wanted something close enough to
Henderson (population around 27,000) to afford an easy
drive from town, but knew they couldn’t be too near town
if they were to offer an authentic farm market feel. They
also wanted to raise much of their product on-site. The
goal was to create an upscale but authentic farm market

atmosphere which was totally enclosed, air conditioned,
and offered fresh produce hand-picked daily just
hundreds of feet away.

They soon found a suitable tract of land about five miles
south of Henderson, along Highway 425. The location
was rezoned for their retail market, and they closed the
sale in early 1999. Construction on the store began
almost immediately.

Unending Research

The Reeders began to accumulate as much information
as possible about retail farm markets after their success
at the farmer’s market in 1997. Economic information
was obtained through the University of Kentucky. They
scoured the Internet and the library to obtain as much
marketing information as they could. They also visited
similar stores outside of their immediate area, because
farm markets within a 40-mile radius are viewed as
competition and their operators would not be as willing
to share trade secrets and other information.

During their visits to other farm markets, the Reeders
were looking at certain characteristics of success. They
wanted to know what marketing techniques worked,
what products sold well, how they could add more value
to the produce, and how they could generate additional
sales. No one place or person dramatically influenced
their planning. They put it this way: “We would glean
information a little bit from this person, a little bit from
that person, and then we would put them together and
say, ‘okay, we need to do this.””

Ensuring cash flow in the produce off-season was a key
consideration when the Reeders were gathering
information. Their store markets a complete line of jams
and jellies which are manufactured by firms in Arkansas
and Georgia but labeled with a Red Barn Farms label.
They also carry a number of country gift items.

Their business is a family affair, with both Michael’s
and Becky’s parents helping at times in the field and
store. Becky’s mother also has an embroidery business
housed in the store. These product lines help bring
customers into the store during the produce off-season.

The Reeders added retail nursery stock to their product
line in 2000 to help generate spring cash flow.
Depending on the success of this venture, they may
begin to grow their own nursery stock. Additional ideas
are sure to follow as the Reeders evaluate the business’
first fiscal year, which ended June 30, 2000.
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MARKET DEVELOPMENT

“There is something to be said about homegrown, farm-
fresh produce....
We think it has a bearing on what people want.”

The biggest obstacles the Reeders identify in the
development of their business are directly related to
market development: publicizing their business and
differentiating their product. ~While continuing to
experiment with and identify the effect of wvarious
advertising and marketing avenues, their marketing
strategy has been constant: to continually differentiate
their product from those around them.

Getting the Word Out

The primary resources the Reeders have drawn on for
advertising Red Barn Farms consist of “book knowledge
and making it up as we go.” Their primary market at this
point is Henderson, so they have advertised extensively
in local newspaper and radio.

Since the start of their advertising, they have changed to
smaller, ongoing newspaper advertisements and larger
ads in the Sunday edition. They have cut back on
newspaper advertising all together, focusing more
advertising dollars on radio. They note that radio
advertising is more apt to catch consumer attention, but
also realize that it takes repetition and timing for people
to notice radio ads.

The Reeders also realize that direct marketing is greatly
aided by direct advertising, so they have maintained a
database of people who have signed up for their mailing
list or written a check at the store. They sent out
postcards with coupons at Christmas and plan some sort
of punch card promotion for repeat customers. The
Reeders are banking that these more direct approaches,
combined with high-quality locally grown products, will
solidify their customer base.

Promoting Distinction

Primary competition for Red Barn Farms comes from
roadside vegetable vendors, most of whom are simply
reselling product bought from produce wholesalers.

“We have to continually educate the public how our
product is different,” say the Reeders.

Red Barn Farms is certified through the Kentucky Farm
Bureau Certified Farm Market program, but the Reeders

note that most people don’t realize this means their
produce is locally grown.

Many local consumers are interested in buying local
products but don’t realize the difference between Red
Barn Farms and other produce outlets in the area.
Therefore, the Reeders have to let the public know their
product is locally grown before customers even arrive.

“When you’re dealing with a commodity, you’ve got to
differentiate yourself and tell people how it’s different,”
says Michael.

He illustrates reductio ad absurdum how crucial it is
that the customer knows the product is high quality and
fresh even before they arrive.

“You could stand at the door and throw tomatoes at
them as they come in to show how fresh your product is
as they come in the door, but you’ve got to take that
communication one step further so they know before
they come in the door.”

Radio, newspaper, and Internet advertisement have been
the primary channels the Reeders have used to
accomplish this communication so far. They also
designed special signage in the store in 2000 utilizing
the new “Kentucky Grown” logo to further emphasize
the locally grown nature of their product.

CAPITALIZATION

“We are strictly financed through debt/equity
bank loans.”

When it came time to capitalize their operation, the
Reeders were able to obtain financing through a
commercial bank with a Small Business Administration
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guaranty. The bank required a personal guaranty for the
loan. This would have been the case regardless of the
business type. The involvement of their parents by name
was helpful at this time since “they were the only ones
with any money.” The lender did not require any special
information due to the type of the business.

Since the business is almost completely debt/equity
financed, a high priority for the Reeders is the retirement
of debt in a timely manner. They may also have a need
for additional financing with business growth but realize
that this has to be justified by both growth and financial
goals. In addition, they remain open to the possibility of
obtaining some help through marketing or equipment
grants like those offered by the Kentucky Farm Bureau
and the USDA.

More immediately, the Reeders have decided to decrease
their debt load by liquidating part of the start-up
purchase. The original land purchase was made in two
tracts: a 14-acre tract (about 10 tillable) where the store
is located and a separate but adjoining 6-acre tract which
is not completely tillable. The Reeders planted sweet
corn in the 6-acre tract, but the land is low-lying and
woody, so they found it hard to manage for production
and largely useless to their operation. Therefore, they
began negotiations with a potential buyer for the smaller
tract in 2000.

Sale of this tract would obviously decrease the total
liability of the business. Any surplus after debt
retirement would be available for further capital
investment. It would also enable the Reeders to
concentrate production on their best land. This land has
not yet realized its full production potential because the
Reeders have experimented with wider rows for ease of
harvest over the past two years.

REGULATIONS

Red Barn Farms does not perform any processing
activities or any other activities that need regulation apart
from the ordinary permits, W-2 labor guidelines, and
other regulations which govern most businesses. Their
only extensive experience with regulatory requirements
involved the zoning change of their land purchase.

The land was originally zoned agricultural, but had to be
changed to accommodate a retail farm market. When
Highway 425 was constructed about 15 years ago, the
city anticipated growth along the highway. Virtually no
growth had occurred, however, with the exception of a

new Southern States farm supply center just up the road
from Red Barn Farms. The zoning change request was
approved in record time.

It should be noted that the Reeders are conscientious
about inquiring about the legal and regulatory
implication of actual and possible changes in their
business.

“I call them (health department, etc.) up and say ‘we’re
going to do this,” and they say ‘you can do that,”” notes
Michael.

In the interview for this case, Michael referred to the
party at the health department by his first name,
indicating that a relationship had been established
already with that particular regulatory agency—even
though there were no specific health regulations
presently applicable to the Reeders’ business.

If Red Barn Farms ever pursues processing or other such
value-added activities, further regulations will apply.
Processing activities in the near future are highly
unlikely, however. The most likely prospect for
business growth that might involve regulatory agencies
is the addition of meat products to their market. Much
like the jams and jellies, the Reeders have identified a
processor who is willing to process products like
sausage and bacon with a Red Barn Farms label. If this
product line is added, additional regulations would be
minimized due to the strictly retail nature of the product.

GROWTH POTENTIAL

“We’ve got to have enough different produce to
almost steal people from going to the grocery store.”

This report has focused on the past growth of the
Reeders’s business. During the 2000 growing season,
they identify two critical areas for the future growth of
their business: product line and labor.

Product Line

The Reeders realize that their product line has to be
more than corn and tomatoes for success. Their key
product line consideration is to offer as great a variety of
high quality produce as possible. The Reeders have
been able to supplement their own production thus far
with purchases of additional product. It would be fairly
easy to acquire additional product from a produce
wholesaler, but their strategy to supplement their
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production reflects their commitment to high-quality,
locally grown produce.

This strategy is simple: instead of buying additional
product through wholesalers, the Reeders have networked
with local growers who have extra product on hand.
These growers range in size from those with a few extra
rows of green beans to those with a few acres of potatoes
and okra. Because Red Barn Farms currently harvests
everything by hand, this strategy has been especially
useful for products requiring more labor, like green beans
and potatoes.

“We advertise that if we didn’t grow it, somebody around
here did,” says Michael. “I may not make much money
off those green beans that I buy and resell, but you’ve got
to have them—and it saves me the labor.”

The Reeders may add greenhouse or hothouse production
to start their own plants in the future. They may also
have to add off-season production as their business
matures. They also know that they will have to increase
the number of vegetable varieties they offer for sale.
Having one kind of pepper or onion, for example, is not
enough to capture the interest of the type of customer
they are after. A complete product line will have to be
offered to attract the consumers.

Growth of their product line will also help the Reeders in
another area where they are currently pursuing additional
market growth: the Internet. They were the subject of a
local television feature on farmers and the Internet in the
spring of 2000 and established a web page
(www.redbarnfarms.com) for their farm to use during the
2000 produce season. They plan to offer a catalog or
order form during the season over the web.

Ultimately, the Reeders would like to use the Internet to
target the Evansville, IN, area. Their vision includes
developing a “subscription” service for families to order
their vegetables from them weekly. The Reeders would
like to try to attract enough interest in this service to
justify making a weekly trip to Evansville to deliver
vegetables to subscribing customers.

Labor & Personnel

Thus far, the Reeders have been able to hire supplemental
labor to meet all their harvest needs. They employed one
man full-time at the beginning of April 2000 to assist
during the production season. He has extensive farming
experience and was a good fit during the 2000 produce

season. They may also consider hiring some additional
part-time help in their store during the busy retail
season.

Michael planted all the crops in extra wide, nine-foot
rows during the 1999 season. This allowed mechanical
cultivation with a six-foot tiller during the growing
season. Italso allowed for ease of picking—a truck could
be driven between all the rows. However, the row width
will decrease this year to allow increased production.

Since the Reeders harvest all their crop by hand, in-
season supplemental labor is essential. They hired one
student nearly full-time for the entire 1999 summer to
help them in this area. There will continue to be a need
for help at peak times during the season, but the Reeders
have had success in hiring high school students to
supplement labor during peak times. Michael and
Becky’s ages are probably an asset that allows them to
relate well to such a labor force.

One advantage the Reeders feel they have for this
growing season is Tom Brass, the county horticulture
agent. Henderson County was without a horticulture
agent until Tom was hired in the middle of 1999. The
Reeders and Tom have established a good relationship,
and Michael says that it is invaluable to have someone
right there in the county to be able to call with various
production and pest management questions. Tom was
immediately a help during the 2000 season in identifying
and solving production problems for the Reeders and
other horticulturists in Henderson County.

THE FUTURE

“We haven’t completed our first full operating year with
the store yet, so we still check sales every day to see
where we are.”

Like other successful agricultural entrepreneurs,
Michael and Becky have combined an informed
management approach while building on the experience
they annually acquire with production. Their business
has grown to a full-time venture, and the season ahead
will be an exciting one.

The Reeders will produce about 12 acres of sweet corn,
2 acres of pumpkins, and 3 acres of other vegetable
crops in 2000. The row widths will narrow from the
nine-foot rows used last year to allow for more
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