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What is a Farmers’ Market?
The USDA defines a farmers’ market as “(a) common facility or area where several farmers/growers gather on a regular, recurring basis to sell a variety of fresh fruits and vegetables and other farm products directly to consumers.” 

According to USDA’s 2002 National Farmers’ Market Directory, there are over 3,100 farmers’ markets operating in the United States. Since 1994 the number of farmers’ markets has grown by 79 percent. “This growth clearly indicates that farmers’ markets are meeting the needs of a growing number of farmers with small- to medium-size operations.” (USDA)
Though some states try to establish what is and is not a farmers market by different means, only Maine has moved to define “Farmers Market” by legislation. (Maine) In Kentucky the designation is self-applied and can mean many different levels of participation in the production of the agricultural product being sold by the seller. He may have grown it, taken a raw product and added value, bought from another Kentucky farmer or even have bought from the USDA terminal. Most markets allow a set percentage of products sold to be bought from another farmer to extend the season and keep the diversity of product that will attract customers.
Kentucky Farmers’ Markets
In Kentucky, the Kentucky Department of Agriculture lists 85 farmers’ markets in 74 counties. Markets are established now in only 62 percent of Kentucky’s counties. Four new markets have been listed this summer and two other counties have expressed an interest in starting new markets next year.
Markets in large urban centers cannot accommodate all the farmers who wish to join those markets. The successful Bardstown Road Market in Louisville and the Lexington Farmers’ Market (Fayette County) are very difficult to join. Requests for memberships come from farmers in smaller counties as far away as a three-hour drive who wish to take advantage of the regional customer draw these markets enjoy. Some remain on waiting lists for the entire season or even years before being allowed to join these urban markets. 

It appears these successful markets are not restricting sellers because of a lack of customers as much as a simple lack of space and infrastructure to support a larger number of farmers. The Lexington Farmers’ Market recently received permission to expand its Saturday market located on the city sidewalks downtown to two additional blocks. Vendors report no drop in sales and a more robust marketplace from the variety of the offerings. 
Farmers’ Market Nutrition Programs

Kentucky is one of 44 states authorized to issue WIC FMNP coupons and one of 35 states authorized to issue Senior FMNP. (USDA) Kentucky issued more than $1.25 million in coupons in 2003 that could be spent only at selected farmers’ markets for fresh vegetables, fruits and herbs. The market where the coupons are spent does not have to be in the recipient’s county of residence, but coupons are only issued to residents of counties in which an approved market exists. 

FMNP programs can substantially increase market revenues. The addition of just the Senior FMNP program in Logan County resulted in a doubling of sales at the market. Presently, the coupons are disbursed based on county-based markets. Only counties with established markets are looked at as possible counties in which these nutritional benefits can be extended to the citizens who live there. This means residents of 38 percent of Kentucky counties cannot receive these benefits. 

Regional Market Facilities Would Solve Some Problems
It is not the intention of the Kentucky Department of Agriculture to disband, absorb or in any way harm the community farmers’ markets around the state; however, regional facilities that allow a producer to move into higher volume of sales are needed. The community markets and regional facilities can co-exist and even enhance each other. (North Carolina) 

Because of the size of their market and/or the market location many markets have a rather short season. Some farmers do not produce for the early spring or fall because their market is not open. This results in a lack of market opportunity even though production techniques can greatly extend the growing season.  As markets have begun to open earlier and stay open later, innovative farmers who desire higher income have taken advantage of season extending techniques. If a marketing system were established regionally and, therefore, larger markets existed, those that want to produce for a longer season could join others and have enough produce to keep a market open and profitable
Permanent facilities help greatly. Simple sheds with enclosed ceilings and good truck access where customers can park near the vendors improve markets substantially. Cost of individual facilities and customer conveniences – restaurants, information booths, demonstration kitchens – are too much for small markets to bear. A strong well-planned regional facility would provide these amenities at a fee that could be affordable for evn the small producer.
Few of the present community markets are organized and have definite structure and even fewer have actual market managers. Problems arise from this lack of structure and enforcement of rules among vendors. Some vendors are torn between their role as a vendor and the necessary duties of market manager and/or administration. The markets that now have an outside sponsorship or management seem to avoid the pitfalls of those who are vendor run. (Owen County, Bourbon County) Regional facilities would address this need.
Sources:
United States Department of Agriculture. AMS Farmers Markets. “Farmers’ Market Facts.” July 2003. http://www.ams.usda.gov/farmersmarkets/facts.htm. 3 October 2003.

Maine statute (Maine Stat. Ann. 7 §415) 

In 1998 there were 59 FM listed
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