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Introduction

This report is designed to be the first step in a multi-year effort to increase the amount of certified organic food produced and purchased in British Columbia.  It is not a “silver bullet.”  Its purpose is to prepare a preliminary marketing strategy with key messages, allies, obstacles, communications needs and marketing opportunities.  For the sake of brevity, “organic” in this report means “certified organic” unless otherwise indicated.

Methodology

In preparing this report, IMPACS did the following:

· Interviews, both in person and by telephone, were conducted with more than a dozen stakeholders (including producers, distributors, wholesalers and retailers), industry representatives, and observers

· Reviewed policy and discussion papers from the Province of Alberta, VanCity, and others

· Conducted on line research of organic issues and comment

· Surveyed British Columbia and Canadian media (primarily Southam print properties) for on line coverage of organic industry issues and stories

· Purchased and reviewed opinion research (in the form of an excerpt from a comprehensive food industry poll of consumers) from Ipsos Reid; we negotiated a significantly discounted price for this data on behalf of COABC

· Presented summary findings of IMPACS research to two forums of COABC members and incorporated feedback into this report

· Consulted with other members of the IMPACS team

Situational Analysis

It isn’t an earth shattering observation to note that the people who grow, transport, and sell the food we eat are all unique individuals.  But when it comes to organic production in British Columbia, this is really true.  And it’s not just the people, who come from a wide variety of backgrounds, it’s where the food is produced.  Organic production runs the gamut from small “large garden” plots to operations that rival large conventional growers or producers.  What is common, of course, is the acknowledgement of the importance of the principles of organic production.  Still, the diversity to be found in the ranks of the COABC membership is remarkable.

This diversity is fascinating.  It accounts for the awesome tenacity of some organic producers who long ago figured out how they wanted to grow and sell organic food, and are going to stick with that plan forever.  It is people like this whose dedication to principles have truly helped make certified organic products a gold standard.  Others, equally passionate about organic food production, want to see many more people discovering organic food, buying it, and producing it.  There are also many others in between, with varying degrees of interest in expanding the market.  Reconciling the different views on growth and change held by organic producers will be a major challenge.  Organic principles (as opposed to, say, national standards) themselves, thankfully, are not an issue.

There are about 400 organic food producers in B.C.  The bulk of organic food sold in Canada, however, between 85 and 90 per cent, comes from the United States.  With market growth of close to 20 per cent a year, it is no surprise that large, industrial sized, but still certified, organic producers in the United States see Canada as a good place to send their products.
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  Equally unsurprising is the fact that retailers in the province will not hesitate to turn to U.S. suppliers when those key market factors, price and availability, make it an attractive proposition.
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Amongst those buyers of organic products will be up to 16 natural food supermarkets in the next two years in Canada.  (These are big supermarkets, rivaling any of the national chain stores.)

The Organic Industry

The following diagram will help with this part of the discussion:
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The diagram quickly reveals that there is no shortage of routes for producers to use to get their products to the consumer.  And they’re all used.  The result is, apparently, a certain level of dissatisfaction with the efficiency of the distribution network.



The Market

This section comprises a discussion of those who buy and consume organics, what we know about them and their habits, and organic market trends.

This report contains much of the available research on the organic market (see the appendices for complete copies of research sources).  It’s safe to say that there is not a lot.  As a market segment, the organic industry is small and not resource rich; it does not conduct regular surveys or commission original research.

The federal and provincial government devote the vast majority of their attention and resources to conventional food production, reflecting, if nothing else, that sector’s domination of the total food market.

Opinion Research

Preparation of this report included the purchase of proprietary opinion research from Ipsos-Reid.  It conducts an annual survey of Canadian (and American) consumers’ food purchases.  (See Appendix 4.)  The survey has been conducted for the past four years (1998 – 2002). 

The first significant finding to note is that there has not been a dramatic increase in the percentage of Canadians who say they purchase organic food year over year.  In other words, every year, roughly the same number of Canadians say they buy organic foods sometime during the year.  Here is a table:

[image: image3.png]100

ORGANIC FOODS PURCHASED

- Canada -
2002 = 2001 2000 o199
73
o7
61 62 60 60 59
55
43 a8 a8

Organic produce

Organic meat

Frea-range eggs





Source: Ipsos-Reid

This “flattening” of the numbers obviously raises some questions.  Why is there no increase?  We don’t know for sure.  It could be that everything has its limits, and the percentage of Canadians buying organic foods has reached that limit.  Given the increasing presence of organic food products in the mainstream supermarkets, and the beginning of modest marketing campaigns focused on organic products, this is not necessarily the case (or at least the mainstream supermarkets don’t think so).  This number could theoretically grow in the next few years.  We strongly recommend future marketing plans for the COABC include the acquisition of this data on an annual basis (Environics, another polling/research firm, also produces a competitive survey).

The second significant finding helps explain why the total organic market is growing while the percentage of people buying organic remains static: some of those who do buy organic, are buying more of it (although more than half are still purchasing the same amount).  Here is the table:
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Source: Ipsos-Reid
These findings use a high “base,” which means they are more statistically significant than other results probing what motivates organic purchases (for instance, only those people who increased organic purchases, a smaller number, are asked why they did so).
The Organic Consumer

A paper produced by Rosalie Cunningham (who has produced much valuable organic market research), of Alberta’s agriculture ministry, provides some insights into the organic consumer (see Appendix 2).  It relies heavily on surveys of Canadian consumers conducted in 2000.  One survey shows that about seven in 10 Canadians have tried organic food, while about 40 per cent purchase organic food “often,” which is defined as more than once or twice a year.  (For organic producers, the once or twice a year folks are an important target; more on this later.)  

British Columbia, the surveys reveal, is the most “organic friendly” market: heavy and light buyers of organics are 30 and 22 per cent respectively of the total market (there will be a large margin of error in regional breakdowns, but the comparisons are valid).  The following figure, reproduced from the paper, provides the Canadian breakdown.
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Source: The Organic Consumer Profile (see Appendix 2)

It is reasonable to ask why, if 18 per cent of Canadian consumers are considered “heavy” buyers, the organic market is so small.  The answer is that very few people likely purchase all food products from organic sources.  Opinion research discussed below also sheds light on this question.

However, one thing is clear: organic food is largely considered mainstream by most consumers.  They may not buy it all the time, but at least they are aware of it.  We do not know how many Canadian consumers are as aware of the principles of organic production and the reasons behind them, but there is data from the U.S. (more below).   

Regular Consumers

Also known as “heavy” buyers of organics.  These people are described as fairly representative of the Canadian population, with some exceptions:

· Sixty per cent are female (however, it must be noted that women still do most of the household shopping)

· They are under represented in the 60 – 80K income range

· They are slightly more likely to be from the 25 – 34 age group and less so from the 55+ age group

· The higher the level of education, the higher the percentage of regular buyers of organic food

On the under representation in the 60 – 80K income group, the paper has this to say: “In his book, Marketing to the New Natural Consumer, Harvey Hartman defined one of the characteristics of a classic organic consumer as having ‘commitment to environmentally sound products as part of lifestyle,’ as opposed to the new organic consumer who has ‘commitment to products that relate to personal health.’  Given that environmentalism is a lifestyle choice with a philosophy that puts a low priority on money and materialism, they are more likely to have lower incomes by choice.”

The Ipsos-Reid data reveals that Canadians households with an income of 75K or more (with at least some post secondary education) are more likely to purchase organic foods.  (This doesn’t necessarily contradict the other information cited as it is a different base.)

Occasional Consumers

This is a key segment of the market.  Making these people regular buyers of organics is an obvious goal.  As with the heavy or regular buyers, this segment roughly mirrors the Canadian food buying population.  They are also under represented in the 60 – 80K income range, and are slightly more likely to be in the 18 – 34 year age group and slightly less likely in the 55+ age group.

The most important information to glean from this is the “mainstreaming” of organic food buying and buyers.  As they more likely mirror the general public, the easier it is to focus on factors that motivate the general public.  

Trends

As already mentioned, organic foods have moved or are moving into the mainstream, which greatly increases the marketing opportunities.  It means you can study the overall food market for trends, and tailor them to the organic food market.

Polling cited in a more recent study by Rosalie Cunningham (Appendix 1) indicates that Canadians rank pesticides, pollution and food safety as top food concerns.  Sixty four per cent of Canadians believe strongly or somewhat strongly that organic foods are safer and healthier than regular foods.  (Noting this fact is not a suggestion that organic food marketing focus on the potential health or nutritional benefits of organics as opposed to conventional.) 

Amongst all consumers, taste ranks as the most important factor in food choices, with nutrition and health coming in second (Environics, 2001).  This contrasts with a finding from the Ipsos-Reid opinion survey purchased for this report.  Note, however, that the question and the respondents are not comparable.  Remember it was noted that some regular organic purchasers have been buying more organics?  They were asked why.  Their responses were noted, as opposed to being asked to pick from a list.  This is why some similar or virtually equivalent responses appear in the replies.  Here they are:

Source: Ipsos Reid
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We’re sure that COABC members would love to delve deeper into the motivations of the respondents, but this is all we have.  So, while it is tempting to express frustration at the similarity of some of these categories, it is better to focus on a general interpretation.  Doing so reveals that those increasing their purchases of organics are reflecting most Canadians’ food concerns, namely, pesticides, pollution and food safety.  This is very significant.  It tells you that whether you market organic foods to Canadians in general, or Canadians who are already familiar with organic foods, they think alike in key areas.  The organic purchasers are making their “purchase-more” decisions based on food concerns.  Canadians in general rank taste as the most important factor in making a food choice.  Either way, organics comes out ahead.

Another trend to note is where people buy their organic products.  Here is some U.S. data:
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Although there is no hard data from the Canadian industry, some trends are clear.  The opening of a 40,000 square foot Whole Foods supermarket in Toronto’s trendy Yorkville area did not go unnoticed by the supermarket chains.  Whole Foods’ intent is to provide consumers with everything they need in a supermarket…no subsequent trip to Loblaw’s necessary.

Loblaw’s has responded with about 200 products under the President’s Choice Organics label (see the section on branding for more on this).  It is adding organic/natural sections, and sprinkling its PC Organic products throughout stores.  Safeway is stocking private label organic products, as well as adding organic produce sections.  Overwaitea/Save On Foods is stocking organic products (especially produce), however it has not yet decided to introduce private label organic products (more on Overwaitea later).

Whole Foods, which has 136 supermarkets in the United States, has just released selected results from an extensive survey of American consumers (see Appendix 5).  It has some interesting results:

· 55% of U.S. households claim to use (not just tried) organic products

· Of those that claim to have purchased organic products in 2002:

· 6% eat organic regularly, 16% occasionally, 32% infrequently

· Income and education are not as important as they once were.  “Though income and education levels is higher among a large number of more frequent buyers of organics, the scope of usage has broadened and the NEW organic consumer is demographically more like the average American,” according to Whole Foods.

The Whole Foods survey results also contain some other interesting observations.  The survey maintains that increasing numbers of Americans purchasing organic foods aren’t just shopping for things to eat, they are making a lifestyle choice.  Organic foods reflect their values, things that are important to them.

Another observation, perhaps not surprising to the organic community, is that as people move from being infrequent, to occasional, to regular purchasers, they expand the range of products they buy, become proselytizers for organic products, and become less concerned about price differentials.

More: buyers across the usage spectrum (infrequent to regular users) indicated that they will buy more if it’s convenient and if there is a broader range of products.  In other words, if regular supermarkets stock more organic products, more will be purchased.  The growth of organic offerings in conventional chain supermarkets indicates that they have clearly figured this out.

Canadian Government Research

Canadian Government market research is in its infancy.  It is currently more promises than performance, so far, but there is no reason to doubt the intent.

Promises (at http://www.organicagcentre.ca/index.html) include:

· A group of agricultural economists “collaborating to investigate opportunities for Canadian farmers in organic products.”

· A regular system of reporting prices of key organic products

· Templates for farmers to use to calculate their costs of production

· As yet unreported (or even conducted?) market research

Target Audiences

The most important thing to learn when developing a communications or marketing plan is to know who your audience is.  This starts by “unlearning” a common misconception: you are not communicating with or marketing to “the public.”  Almost no one does.  The exceptions are multinational organizations with astronomical marketing budgets such as Nike, McDonald’s, and Coke, which appear in mass media that have the potential for wide reach.  But even these huge organizations focus primarily on market segments or demographics.

This doesn’t mean you don’t use the mass media, either paid or unpaid.  It means your messages that appear in the mass media must be strategically designed to reach your target audience.  Not the general public.

So, who is the target audience?  There is no quick and easy answer.  But it is important to note that a target audience is usually an audience that you don’t currently have or which you want to expand considerably.  In other words, the heavy or regular buyers of organic products are already in the tent.  We need to keep an eye on them, especially on the reasons they state for not buying more organic products.  But marketing to this audience exclusively is unproductive.  Our target audience is what we call the persuadables, people who have either tried organics, or, because of their characteristics or values are most likely to be attracted to organics.  

The most significant finding of the limited market research into organic purchasing is that the organic consumer and the mainstream Canadian consumer are much closer to resembling each other.  According to Rosalie Cunningham, this trait extends: 


Other characteristics of potential target audiences identified include interests in wellness, “back to basics,” personal health, nutrition.

This report, and material in the appendices, has general target audience information.  It does not contain detailed analysis of target audiences.  IMPACS recommends that COABC obtain this information before launching any organic campaigns.  We (and many other firms) can provide quotes for doing this work.

Market Challenges

Amongst consumers

With the exception of some home delivery services and some specialized/isolated retailers, few places that sell food commercially to consumers sell only certified organic products.  Some is certified, some is just labeled “organic,” some is “natural” and, in large chain supermarkets especially, much is conventional.

There are many other labels: pesticide free, free range, antibiotic free, wild, additive free, preservative free…the list is as limitless as a marketer’s imagination.

A survey of American consumers revealed that 75 per cent believe “all natural” and “organic” mean the same thing.  Twenty one per cent thought organic was synonymous with low calorie.

On the plus side, a majority (57 per cent) of American consumers were aware of the definition of organic food (but still think it’s the same as “natural”).

· 81% know it must be grown without added hormones, synthetics, pesticides or fertilizers.

· 73% know that environmentally friendly growing practices are used.

· 67% know that organic food cannot contain additives.

In Canada, amongst consumers who buy organic products, there is some confusion.  Look at the following table:
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Source: Ipsos-Reid

The most important figures to note are those who are not aware of whether or not the organic food they bought was certified.  If the “converts” don’t all know (or care), there is a problem.

Clearly, consumer education on the basics of what is organic, and certified organic, is necessary.

Amongst Industry

As described above, the organic industry’s supply lines in British Columbia are problematic.  It should be quickly noted that this report is not about to recommend the need for the entire industry to open a packaging and shipping subsidiary.  There will always be organic producers who sell their entire output either over the farm gate, or within a few kilometers of where it is produced, to consumers who know the product and producer well.

However, there are some people doing this now who want to expand.  There are some in the Lower Mainland, close to a huge Canadian market, who really want to change the way they do business.

And amongst wholesalers, retailers, and home delivery firms, there is a desire to accommodate that change.  But members of those sectors are expressing concern over what they see as roadblocks.  They extend beyond concerns with supply lines into perceived attitudes of organic producers.



The “chain of custody” diagram in this report should make it clear that organic producers’ customers are not confined to consumers.  Whoever buys your products is your customer.  Some of those customers have demands that, in some ways, exceed those of consumers.  Size, quantity, shipping dates, packaging, labeling, and reliability are some of them.

There are other challenges, including the use of the Checkmark logo, and the lack of a national certified organic standard.  These are covered in later sections.  Below is a brief discussions of one other major challenge.

The United States organic producers have to be considered a challenge, though not necessarily a threat.  The United States share of the Canadian organic market is often stated, by both U.S. and Canadian sources, as 85-90 per cent.  However, 80 per cent of this is processed food.  That means a certain (unknown) amount of the raw food products likely comes from non-U.S. sources, including Canada.  Unless and until Canadian food processors expand to consume our entire organic output, the U.S. market is worth keeping an eye on for opportunities to export.

U.S. organic producers share their fellow citizens’ tendency to “go big,” with the result that many American organic farms dwarf their Canadian counterparts.  And, since the length of our growing season is so much short, there will always be a Canadian market for U.S. grown organic produce (this isn’t necessarily a bad thing, since it allows Canadian consumers of organic products access to a steady supply of what they want).

However, there is one thing U.S. products will never be able to say about their product that B.C. organic producers can: it’s home grown.  

Diversity of Producers

This was mentioned earlier in the report.  This is more than large and small grower/producers.  It also includes attitudes towards growth and marketing.  Calling this a “challenge” doesn’t make it a negative.  The COABC executive know this; this report was commissioned and is being written with the assumption that there is a desire for growth in demand as well as in the number and scale of producers to meet demand.  There are, of course, some producers who, when it comes to marketing, are doing just fine on their own, or in their sector and/or region.  Tree fruit producers would be a good example.  Still, even in that sector, there are some who want to expand, for a variety of reasons.

Some of the initiatives and suggestions in this report will require both collective action and financing to proceed.  There will have to be “buy in” by a significant number of producers for them to succeed.  This doesn’t, and shouldn’t, come at the expense of alienating or marginalizing any current organic producers.  It is our belief that wide circulation and discussion of this report, as well as ongoing communications efforts by the COABC, will help all organic producers realize the benefits, opportunities, and possible obligations of expanding marketing activities for certified organic products.

The value of organic products goes beyond taste, quality, or nutritional value.  It lies in the fact that organic products also reflect the values of the people who produce them.  It is an enormous asset.

Strategic Recommendations

Key Recommendations

1. Hire full time marketing person.

2. Consumer education

3. Additional web site

4. Market surveys, especially of target audiences 

5. National organic standard campaign

6. Explore existing marketing opportunity with Overwaitea

7. Branding, including logo

8. Key messages should be positive, linked to values

Marketing Manager

When it comes to market intelligence, the organic producer in British Columbia is at a disadvantage.  By “market intelligence,” we mean extensive quantitative and qualitative data on consumers and on the industry.  The COABC has recently taken steps the change this with the addition of some valuable on line resources to its web site (www.certifiedorganic.bc.ca).  This commendable effort, however, does not supply all of information we mean.  Some suggestions include: information such as competitors’ market conditions and planning, current customer (meaning all customers) feedback and requirements, market trends and statistics, to name a few.    

IMPACS recommends that COABC explore the possibility of funding a full time marketing manager position for three years.  Funds for this position could be raised from government, from other industry sectors, from funders such as VanCity, and from associations’ members (as a percentage of sales, for instance).  One purpose of this position is to provide market intelligence.  This includes:
· What the competition is doing

· Regular market surveys

· What sold well and when

· What didn’t do so well and why

· Retailer/distributor feedback

· What’s new

In addition to market intelligence, the Marketing Manager will also carry out traditional marketing functions, which include:

· establish relationships with customers

· plan and drive consumer oriented marketing

This position also serves another purpose: to market organic production.  The COABC web site already contains useful links to information for prospective organic producers.  The Marketing Manager will provide valuable ongoing market information for organic producers.

Consumer Education


Earlier in this report, we discussed some of the barriers the free marketplace erects between an understanding of organics, and all those items on market shelves.  We’re referring to all the different labels and descriptions applied to products (hormone free, pesticide free, additive free, wild, natural, even organic).  One big way to counter this confusing array of labels is a national certified organic standard, which is discussed below.  However, there is also ample evidence that some consumers, especially the target consumers, are either confused or unaware about some of the basics of organic products.  Here are some recommendations for changing that.

Point of Purchase

Some retailers, as a matter of course, provide information about organics in general and some products in particular.  Working with retailers, you can provide written material in store, knowledgeable in store representatives (organic producers would be ideal) with samples of organic products and small displays to drive consumers to a web site.

Customer Demand

The point of purchase can also be an access point to reach retailers and encourage them to stock more organic products (or demand B.C. certified organic products).  Spread the word to members, allies, and web site visitors: the next time you’re in a Safeway or similar large supermarket, find the produce/dairy/store manager and ask why there aren’t more B.C. Certified Organic products available.  If there is a comment card at the check out (and there usually is one available somewhere in the store), fill it out with the same message.  Retailers are much more likely to respond to consumers who make the effort to request a service or product.

School Based

It would be wonderful to have an organic education component in the provincial school system curriculum, but dealing with the ministry on this can be a daunting task.  The current provincial government’s emphasis on assigning more responsibility to parents and local school boards provides some “organic education” possibilities:

· school organic gardens

· volunteer speakers at the local school: topic, what is organic, etc.

· provision of organics to school meal programs (this could be in alliance with a local for profit provider of meals if there is one)

· field trips to organic farms and gardens

Another suggestion: private schools are competing with other schools, and often do so by offering something exclusive.  Organics are often seen as premium products, so suggesting to private schools that they serve only organic food allows them to distinguish themselves.

Media Campaign

There are two kinds of media: paid, and earned.  Neither is free.  Paid media includes advertisements utilizing print, outdoor radio, television, and flyers.  It also includes niche media such as trade, consumer and lifestyle magazines.  Strategic placement of paid ads can play an important role in some campaigns.

For instance, a distinctive logo with minimal printed copy placed in the food section of the newspaper over a long period of time may be effective.

Earned media means just that.  Although it is sometimes called “free media,” it usually involves a significant time and energy investment.  Bearing in mind, as always, your target audience(s) and key messages, you start by finding a story.  An appropriate story is something that will appeal first to a news editor/gatekeeper, and secondly to that media’s audiences.  That means if it is of interest to you and your fellow organic producers, it isn’t necessarily of interest to the media.  It almost always has to be a story (not an event).  Earned media can be:

· a news release

· a news conference

· a letter to the editor

· an “op ed” opinion piece

· a story suggestion to an editor (e.g. profile of a grower who has just started the switch from conventional and is discovering a whole new way of growing a crop)

· a television series

The latter suggestion isn’t so far fetched.  The growing popularity of the new specialty channels has created a demand for content.  Two channels, The Food Network, and HGTV Canada, feature programs about food sources and preparation.  It could be worthwhile developing a program that features organic products exclusively.  (We realize that for B.C. certified organic products this would involve cooperation with other certified organic allies in Canada.  Still, B.C. certified farms, producers, and products could be a cornerstone feature.)

Web Strategy

The COABC already has an information packed web site that is continually adding new material.  This discussion is not intended to diminish the effectiveness or importance of that site.  Rather we want to point out that it is a site aimed primarily at COABC members, and not necessarily consumers.  (Of course there are valuable and interesting information and features on the site that consumers undoubtedly find useful.)

We strongly recommend a second COABC site devoted exclusively to serving the consumer.  It would use consumer oriented elements from the existing site, and expand on them.  This is important not just because it serves to provide more information to consumers, but because it creates opportunities to form relationships with them.  For instance, the distinctive individual farm web pages of the existing site can be easily moved (or duplicated on) the consumer site.  And members can go beyond that; one suggestion from within COABC mentions how a producer’s web site can be easily added to a label, giving the consumer an opportunity to “visit” the farm and meet the people who grow or raise the organic food they have purchased.

Some other important features could include:

· a catchy and well designed site that consistently reflects COABC’s logo and messages

· definition of certified organic

· an explanation of organic production principles

· clear explanations of the glossary of terms associated with food production

· calendar of B.C. certified organic products’ availability

· map showing location of farmers’ markets

· links to organic farms with web sites

· pictures of organic producers’ farms

· a way for consumers to communicate with organic producers, possibly with the option of “opt in” e mail that allows notices or newsletters to be sent to an e mail list, or just to exchange e mail

· list of (and links to) retailers and home delivery services that market organic products

· organic recipes

· how to grow organic in your back yard

· specific details on how to encourage your local grocer to stock organic products and how to introduce organic school based educational programs

· stories of organic pioneers, profiles of existing farms and producers

Political/Regulatory Action

The advent of the United States Department of Agriculture organic label system presents some challenges for B.C.’s organic producers.  As we have already mentioned, there will be steady stream of organic products, fresh and processed, into Canada.  (See Appendix 7 for an interesting U.S. government agency view of the Canadian organic market.) 

The USDA organic label standard came into force in October, 2002.  For that reason, it is still too early to state authoritatively what effect this will have on the Canadian market.  However, it is reasonable to assume that it will.  For one thing, Canadian consumers will be able to have a single, recognizable logo or trademark that is credible and consistent and which clearly identifies U.S. organic products.  (It is possible that the American decision to recognize four different organic labels corresponding to 100, 95-100, 70-95 and <70 per cent organic component percentages may also lead to some confusion, at least until consumers start demonstrating their level of demand for a particular “organic pedigree.”)

Although regulations require anything sold in British Columbia calling itself certified organic must meet certain standards, it is not clear who is policing this.  Stores, both conventional and natural, sell organic products with a variety of labeling, or simply signs stating that the product is organic.

Canada’s national organic standard, as opposed to the U.S.’s, is voluntary, and attempts to establish a legislated standard have not been successful, yet.

Given the confusion amongst consumers, even regular buyers of organics, it is clear that a simple reference point, or standard, would make it that much easier for them to make the decision to buy organic.

Standards work.  Therefore, it only makes sense to push for the adoption of a Canadian national certified organic standard.  This is, of course, easier said than done.  However, we strongly recommend that a national organic standard (and logo/label) be a goal for the COABC.

This would be a campaign, first for regulatory change, then, if necessary, political action (given that bureaucracies will sometimes hesitate to act until and unless ordered to do so by their political masters).  This initiative stands the greatest chance of success if it is a national movement, therefore allies in other provinces (especially Alberta, Ontario and Quebec) will be vital.

Industry and Other Alliances

A successful marketing plan will need allies.  Fortunately, the COABC already has some.  Working with these allies will be vital.  They include:

Industry allies

The good will that currently exists within the organic sector’s “chain of custody” (page 6) is both considerable and invaluable.  Although there is criticism within the sector, it must be considered constructive, and more than balanced by the commitment to organic principles expressed by members of the sector.  This may not be true of the traditional supermarkets, of course, but, as can be seen in the next section, there is a strong indication of interest in working with the B.C. organic producer sector.

It’s important to involve the current allies in future marketing programs, whether they be consumer education, encouraging conventional converts, or improving supply lines.

Therefore, unless explicitly stated otherwise, please assume that our recommendations for marketing/communications work should always involve your current industry allies.

Explicit Industry Interest from Overwaitea

As part of preparing this report, we spoke with two executives at the Overwaitea Food Group.  Overwaitea was chosen because it currently does not have a “private label” brand of organic products and because it is headquartered in B.C.  Loblaw’s does sell organic products, but prefers to market them as its own brand (President’s Choice); Safeway is an American owned company with strong links to US suppliers, and is starting to market its own private label organic products.

We spoke with Denis Grenier, Director of Marketing, and Art Hepner, General Manager of the Produce Division.  Both men were asked if they would be interested in participating in a program to market B.C. certified organic products (they were told that we were calling on behalf of the COABC).  Both men said they were very interested in the idea, and want to meet with someone from the COABC to discuss it.  Denis said Overwaitea is in the process of developing next year’s marketing programs.  

They both understood that this involved co investment.  No figures were discussed.  Overwaitea considers organics, particularly produce, a growth area and they want to expand.  They are particularly interested in having a “local” or grown in B.C. component as part of their marketing.  They are only interested in certified organics, not transitional.

There other factors to be aware of.  

· Overwaitea is concerned that organic suppliers understand that price, availability, and quality will guide their decision making 

· they prefer to deal with distributors (they currently deal almost exclusively with a single independent distributor) 

· they will go to growers but will not sign contracts


We think this presents a very good opportunity to form an alliance with an established, and large, retailer.

VanCity

This report was prepared thanks to a grant from VanCity Financial Corporation.  Although the COABC executive and many members are probably aware of this, this fact is in the report to not only give credit where it’s due, but to point out the advisability of maintaining the relationship with this financial institution.  VanCity has demonstrated and continues to express interest in expanding entrepreneurial opportunities for values-based and community-based organizations such as COABC.

Each Other

It has been stated elsewhere in this report that the “diversity” or differences of organic producers can be considered a challenge.  But it should also be stated, and emphasized, that one of the greatest assets of the organic sector is the people in it.  There is a common set of principles, and it is truly a values based social and economic sector.

This asset will be most effective if there is a commitment to working together.  There already are a number of cooperative groups and ventures within the organic sector, particularly in the tree fruit sector.  We are not suggesting that forming cooperatives is the only or best solution.  But we are stating that the already in place internal communications network of the COABC (primarily the web site and list serves) be made full use of, to distribute this report, to encourage dialogue, and to rally support for new initiatives.


Appendix 6 is a discussion paper written by Bob Williams from VanCity.  It is about a region of Italy knows as Emilia Romagna.  This region has managed to achieve remarkable economic success within the European community, while retaining a unique community based model of social and economic interaction.  It is not a model that can likely be exported to Canada or British Columbia as is.  It is a fascinating exploration of the possible alternatives to what happens now.

Market Survey

This report contains results from an international poll of consumers attitudes with respect to organics.  The survey had a large base, but was not intended to fully explore consumers and organics.

IMPACS recommends that as part of an overall marketing plan the commissioning and/or purchasing of further market surveys within British Columbia.  Since the marketing of B.C. organics will rely heavily on the lifestyles and values of the target audiences, these need to be further explored.  A specific poll can be expensive, in the order of $15,000 or more.  However, there are alternatives, including surveys of existing polling data held by polling/marketing firms.

Branding

Whenever many organizations set out to “brand” themselves, they consider it a matter of picking a logo or a trademark.  But that is only part of the exercise, and certainly not the first item of interest.

Brand has been described by BrandSolutions, Inc. (a large U.S. company that also works with non profits) as the proprietary visual, emotional, rational, and cultural image that you associate with a company or a product.

A brand is also sometimes defined as a the personality or identity of an organization or even as a value system.  A brand:

· appeals to the target audience

· clearly expresses the organization's vision and values

· is consistent and permeates internal and external communications

· informs

Immediately, we can see that a brand is much more than a logo.  And something else that is particularly applicable to the COABC: a reflection of values.  Few product producing organizations share a non monetary value system as well developed and accepted as the organic sector.  When the COABC sets out to brand itself, this is the starting point.

Think of some of the great (how great depends on your point of view, but there’s no denying brand awareness) non profit “brands:” the United Way, Greenpeace, the Sierra Club.  These organizations have branded themselves to the point where you don’t think of their logo, you think of what they do or stand for.  When you do see their logos, you associate it with the organization’s values and mission.

And consider how some of the great corporate brands suddenly become questionable when their values or standards are subject to question: Nike and the Gap (revelations of sweat shop linkages in developing countries), or Shell Oil’s links to repressive regimes in countries where it operates.  These negative consequences have nothing to do with the quality of the product.

Branding also, of course, has to do with the logo or trademark.  The COABC, well equipped in the values department, has one, of course, reproduced in this section.

We are aware of the history of the development of this logo.  And we are not about to suggest that it be arbitrarily scrapped.  However, we do think it important to raise some issues regarding the checkmark.

The first is that it is not used nearly enough.  Nor, it can be argued, is it recognized by many consumers.  This is of course a function of how much it has been marketed.  But there remains the fact that not all members of the COABC use the checkmark, making any marketing program’s first target the people who produce organic products and for whatever reason choose not to use this method of distinguishing their product.

It would be useful to know why some members do not use the checkmark.  More important is committing to making the use of the logo an integral part of future marketing strategies.


The logo itself is somewhat problematic in that it is far from unique.  A Google search of the term “checkmark” produces almost 100,000 web sites with the word in it, as well as a number of products, services, and companies that use a variation of the checkmark for their logo.

There are at least two factors that mitigate against launching a search for a new logo to replace the checkmark.  The first is that this can be a very expensive venture, requiring a great deal of consultation time as well as money.  The second is that given our recommendation that COABC aggressively pursue a national organic standard, there is, if successful, the strong possibility of a logo change or at least adaptation.

The checkmark will play a major role in a marketing campaign.  We recommend that COABC implement a minor change to the logo pictured with this section to emphasize the key message of a campaign, namely that the certified organic products with this logo are from British Columbia, or local products. 

Key Messages

Marketing B.C. certified organic products will involve first and foremost marketing values.  Organic producers are not just marketing food and food products that have been grown according to certain specific environmental guidelines.  Organic producers are marketing a lifestyle choice.  Organics offer an alternative to factory farming, to huge transportation costs, to environmentally unsound practices and so on.  

Marketing these products also involves selling something no one else on earth produces: British Columbia grown and/or raised food and related products.  Consumers respond to this.  

The message must always be positive.  There is little to be gained from attacking conventional alternatives, or even implying that there may be something wrong with them.  Most people grew up eating conventionally produced food; most still eat it.  Telling them they or their parents were doing something wrong is not a good idea.  

Conventional growers and producers are acting honourably and fulfilling a public good.  They are also the people from whose ranks will come most of the future organic producers.  They are if not current, then potentially future allies.

Nutritionally, organics cannot be scientifically proven as vastly superior to conventionally raised food products.  Saying otherwise invites comment and controversy that will waste resources and time better spent promoting organic benefits that are not debatable.

There are still many positive messages.  A values centred marketing campaign first assesses the relationship between the mission and principles of organic farming, and the target audiences’ values.  Where the two intersect is where you begin.  Following are some examples.  Please note: the tag lines are suggestions only and are not a substitute for a rigourous branding and message development process.
Taste

We know the Canadian food consumer places taste high on the list of what prompts purchases.  Taste has long been a strong characteristic of organic food.  The reasons also involve a number of other characteristics that consumers value: locally grown, therefore fresher; less travel time to market, therefore more environmentally sound.  So a message could be:


Note this doesn’t say “better.”  Even if you believe that organics taste better than conventional, saying so makes this message slightly negative, by implying that conventional products don’t taste as good.  Do you want your local newspaper or TV station launching taste tests with consumers?  

Local or Home Grown

Consumers place a high value on products that are grown or raised close to home.  This is one of B.C. Certified Organics greatest competitive edges.  Given the growth in the organic market in general, it will be important to distinguish the B.C. products both in general or year round messaging, and when the products are seasonally available.

 

Safety

We also know that Canadian consumers are concerned about how safe the food they eat is.  Again, we emphasize what organics do not contain, and do not imply that conventional food is unsafe.


Environmental

It is reasonable to assume that few non regular users of organics are well acquainted with the holistic approach of organic production, particularly its respect for soil, air and water quality, and humane treatment for animals.



And here are some more suggestions for marketing messages:



Appendices

The hard copy of this report will contain these appendices in printed form.  They are attached to the electronic copy.  All of them are Adobe PDF Files.  

Appendix 1  Canadian Natural/Organic Retail Markets

PDF File

Appendix 2  The Organic Consumer Profile

PDF File

Appendix 3  The Organic Industry Profile

PDF File

Appendix 4  Ipsos Reid Survey

PDF File.  The detailed tables are a large file and have been sent to COABC on a floppy disk.

Appendix 5  Whole Foods Organic Survey

PDF File

Appendix 6  Emilia Romagna Paper by Bob Williams

PDF File

Appendix 7  USDA view of Canadian Organic Market

PDF File

“Distribution channels are uncoordinated; they (the organic sector) should move more to the Italian market model”


-Home Delivery Operator





“…even in terms of marital status and family structure – one third have children.  This is an important fact since children have been identified as one of the three main triggers for purchasing.  The two other factors related to purchasing are specific food allergies and healthy lifestyle.”





“Organics is becoming a transnational commodity”


-Organic Industry Observer





“Wholesalers are pragmatic – their relationship with US growers is better and more important”


-Natural/Organic Retailer





“Organic producers need to be more customer (i.e. retailer) oriented”


-Home Delivery  Company Executive





“The organic producers have to move from their roots as an altruistic place to a more professional place”


-Natural/Organic Retailer





“The supply and distribution problems are much more profound.  There is no supply and distribution system, really.”


-Natural/Organic Retailer





“Distribution channels are uncoordinated…


Some (local) suppliers cannot supply enough so that’s why we’ve developed contracts”


-Home Delivery Company Executive








“The problems are, for the consumer: there still is no clear message.  What is organic?  How can you tell if it’s organic?”


-Natural/Organic Retailer





“Until every B.C. organic product has, or is quickly moving to have, the checkmark, then marketing it aggressively will merely serve to confuse consumers even more.”


-Natural/Organic Retailer





“Good growers that understand the business and get good relationships with retailers (big or small) will do well”


-Art Hepner, Overwaitea Food Group





BC Certified Organics: Good Taste!





         BC Certified Organics: No Artificial Pesticides or Herbicides





BC Certified Organics: Respect for the Earth





BC Certified Organics: Good for Nature, Good for Your Family





BC Certified Organics: Just Like the Original (featuring Adam and Eve)





BC Certified Organics: The Best Home Grown





BC Certified Organics: The Organic Gold Standard
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