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Small Is Profitable

Nearly everywhere we look, the stirrings of a revolution are becoming increasingly 
clear: people are farming differently; and we see signs of landowner resistance 
with a focus on local production, concern for the environment, and citizenship.

 —   Hélène Raymond and Jacques Mathé 
Une agriculture qui goûte autrement. Histoires de  

productions locales, de l’Amérique du Nord à l’Europe, 2011

Everywhere around the world, people’s 
eyes are being opened to the ravages of industrial 
agriculture: pesticides, GMOs, cancer, agribusi-
ness. Along with this growing awareness is an 
increasing consumer demand for healthy, local, 
organic food. Alternative modes of selling and 
purchasing food are also gaining ground, visible 
not only in the mushrooming farmers’ markets 
but also through community-supported agricul-
ture, or community-shared agriculture (CSA) 
schemes. �is system is a direct exchange be-
tween producers and consumers. �e consumer 
buys a share in the farm’s production at the be-
ginning of the season, thus becoming a partner in 
the endeavor. In exchange, the farm commits to 
providing quality produce, usually harvested the 
day before, or even the same day. In addition to 
issues of quality, this model of food distribution 
addresses people’s desire to have a relationship 
with the farmers who grow their food.

�ese ideas are making headway in Quebec: 

Équiterre, which oversees one of the largest net-
works of organic farmers and citizens in support 
of ecological farming, has brilliantly comple-
mented the notion of the family doctor with that 
of the “family farmer.” Alternative modes of food 
distribution now represent a growing niche, and 
moving out to the country to make a living in ag-
riculture is now a viable option for young (and 
not-so-young) aspiring farmers.

My wife and I began our farming career in 
a very small market garden, selling our veggies 
through a farmers’ market and a CSA project. We 
rented a small piece of land (1⁄5 of an acre) where 
we set up a summer camp. It didn’t take much 
investment in the way of tools and equipment 
to get us up and running, and our expenses were 
low enough that we were able to cover our farm-
ing costs, earn enough money to make it through 
the winter, and even do some travelling. Back then 
we were content just to be gardening and to be 
making ends meet.

This extract provided by New Society Publishers. All rights reserved.



2 THE M ARKET G ARDENER

Eventually, however, there came a time when 
we felt the need to become more se�led; we 
wanted to build a house of our own and put down 
roots in a community. Our new beginning meant 
that our market garden would have to generate 
enough income to make payments on the land, 
pay for the construction of our house, and keep 
the family a�oat. 

To accomplish this, we could have followed a 
route similar to that taken by all the other grow-
ers we knew: invest in a tractor and move towards 
a more mechanized growing system. Instead, we 
opted to stay small-scale and continue relying 
on hand and light power tools. From the outset, 
we had always believed that it was possible—and 
even preferable —  to intensify production through 
gardening techniques. To grow be�er instead of 
bigger became the basis of our model. With sim-
plicity in mind, we began researching horticultural 
techniques and tools that could make farming on 
our one-and-a-half-acre plot a viable reality.

A�er much research and many discoveries, 
our journey led us to what is now a productive and 
pro�table micro-farm. Every week, our market 
garden now produces enough vegetables to feed 
over 200 families and generates enough income 
to comfortably support our household. Our low-
tech strategy kept our start-up costs to a minimum 
and our overhead expenses low. �e farm became 
pro�table a�er only a few years of production, and 
we have never felt the pinch of �nancial pressure. 
Just like in the beginning, gardening is still our 
main focus, and even though there have been a 
lot of changes around the farm over the years, our 

lifestyle has remained the same. We don’t work for 
the farm; the farm works for us.

We decided to brand ourselves speci�cally 
as market gardeners (jardiniers-maraîchers in 
French) to emphasize the fact that we work with 
hand tools. Unlike most contemporary vegetable 
producers, who grow in vast �elds, we work in gar-
dens where our fossil fuel input is relatively low. 
�e features that characterize our operation —
high productivity on a small plot of land, intensive 
methods of production, season extension tech-
niques, and selling directly to public markets —
are all modelled a�er the French tradition of 
maraîchage, although our practices have also been 
in�uenced by our American neighbors. �e great-
est in�uence on our work has been the American 
vegetable grower Eliot Coleman, whom we have 
visited and met on several occasions. His book 
�e New Organic Grower guided us and helped 
us see that it truly is possible to turn a pro�t on 
less than two cultivated acres. Coleman’s shared 
experience and his innovation in techniques for 
growing vegetables on small plots were a gi� to 
us, and we owe him a great deal.

Of course, most established farmers would 
probably tell us that farming without a tractor is 
too much work and that we are too young to ap-
preciate how much easier our lives would be with 
mechanization. I disagree. �e cultivation tech-
niques described in this book actually reduce the 
amount of work required for �eld preparation, 
and planting crops more closely together greatly 
reduces weed pressure. And though most of our 
gear and tools are hand-powered, they are quite 
sophisticated and designed to make tasks more 
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e�cient and ergonomic. All in all, apart from har-
vesting, which accounts for the bulk of our work, 
our productivity and e�ciency are extremely 
high. �e manual labour we do is pleasant, lucra-
tive, and very much in keeping with a healthy life-
style. More o�en than not, we enjoy the sound 
of birdsong as we work, rather than the din of 
engines.

None of this is to say that I object to all forms 
of mechanization. Of the most successful farms 
I have visited, the majority were highly mecha-
nized —  Eliot Coleman’s being the exception. 
I would simply put it this way: using a tractor 
and other machinery for weeding and tilling 
does not by itself guarantee that farming will be 
more pro�table. When choosing between a non- 
mechanized approach and machinery such as a 
two-wheeled tractor, aspiring farmers must al-
ways weigh the pros and cons, especially if they 
are just starting out.

Can You Really Live  
off 1.5 Acres?

When it comes to commercial vegetable growing, 
the idea of a pro�table micro-farm is sometimes 
met with scepticism by people in the farming 
world. It is even possible that some naysayers 
would try to discourage an aspiring farmer from 
starting an operation like ours, stating that pro-
duction simply won’t be enough to make ends 
meet for a family. I encourage aspiring farmers to 
take this kind of scepticism with a grain of salt. 
A�itudes are beginning to shi� as micro-farming 
in the United States, Japan, and other countries is 

demonstrating the impressive potential of biolog-
ically intensive cropping systems geared towards 
direct selling. Our farm in Quebec, Les Jardins de 
la Greline�e, is living proof of this. In our �rst year 
of production on rented land, our farm brought 
in $20,000 in sales with less than one quarter of 
an acre under cultivation. �e following year, our 
sales more than doubled on the same garden size, 
rising to $55,000. In our third growing season, we 
invested in new tools and land, se�ling on our own 
farm site in Saint-Armand. By increasing our area 
under cultivation to one and a half acres, we were 
able to increase our gross sales to $80,000. When 
our sales broke the $100,000 mark the following 
year, our micro-farm reached a level of production 
and �nancial success that most people in the agri-
culture industry believed to be impossible. When 
our sales �gures were made public through a farm-
ing competition, our business won a prize for its 
outstanding economic performance. 

For the last ten years, my wife and I have had 
no other income than the one we obtain from 
our 1½-acre micro-farm. Many other small-scale 
growers make be�er than a living wage on small 
intensively cultivated plots, and there should not 
be any doubt that it is possible to have a career in 
market gardening. In fact, one can imagine mak-
ing a pre�y decent livelihood. A well-established, 
smoothly running market garden with good sales 
outlets can bring in $60,000 to $100,000 per acre 
annually in diverse vegetable crops. �at’s with a 
pro�t margin of over 40% —  a �gure that stacks up 
favorably against margins in many other agricul-
tural sectors.
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Not Just Making a Good Living, 
but Making a Good Life 

�e popular myth of family farms persists: we are 
tied down to the land, we work seven days a week, 
we never have time o�, and we just barely scrape 
by �nancially. �is image probably has its roots in 
the real-life struggles experienced by most con-
ventional farmers, who are caught in the strangle-
hold of modern agriculture. It is true that being 
a mixed vegetable grower is hard work. Rain or 
shine, we are up against the vagaries of a highly 
unpredictable climate. Bumper crops and seasons 
of plenty are far from guaranteed, and a he�y dose 
of pluck and commitment is required to make it 
through—particularly during those �rst few years, 
when one is still building infrastructure and a cus-
tomer base.

Our vocation is nevertheless an exceptional 
one, de�ned not by the hours spent at work or 
the money earned, but by the quality of life it af-
fords. Believe it or not, there is still plenty of free 
time le� over when the work is done. Our season 
gradually gets started in the month of March and 
�nishes in December. �at’s nine months of work; 
three months o�. �e winter is a treasured time 
for resting, travelling, and other activities. To 

anyone who pictures farm life as endless drudg-
ery, I would assert that I feel quite fortunate to 
live in the countryside and work outdoors. Our 
work o�ers us the opportunity to become part-
ners with nature on a daily basis, a reality that not 
many other professional careers can o�er. Unlike 
employees of big companies living with the con-
stant threat of layo�s, I have job security. �at’s 
saying a lot.

A�er having spent so much time at the com-
puter writing this book, I would also add that the 
physical demands of market gardening are actu-
ally easier on one’s health than si�ing in front of 
a computer screen all day. By saying so, I hope to 
reassure some readers that gardening as a living 
is not so much a question of age as one of will. 
Whether or not you have a background in farm-
ing, you can learn everything you need to know 
in this time-honored vocation if you are serious 
and motivated. You need only invest your time 
and enthusiasm. 

Since our farm began hosting interns just get-
ting their feet wet in the world of agriculture, I 
have noticed that most aspiring farmers I meet are 
drawn to the �elds for one fundamental reason. 
It’s not just that they want to be their own boss and 
get out in the fresh air as much as possible—most 
of them are looking for work that brings mean-
ing to their lives. I can understand this, because 
I have found much ful�llment in being a family 
farmer. Our toil in the garden is rewarded by all 
the families who eat our vegetables and thank us 
personally every week. For anyone looking for a 
di�erent way of living, market gardening o�ers a 
chance not only to make a good living, but also to 
make a good life.

Our daily life in the 
garden is in tune with 
the passing seasons 
and in line with 
how we want to live. 
Market gardening is 
hard work, but also 
 rewarding and fun.
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Succeeding as a Small-Scale 
Organic Vegetable Grower

To obtain the best yield from the soil, without excessive 
expenses, through the judicious selection of crops, and through 

appropriate work: such is the goal of the market gardener.

− J. G. Moreau and J. J. Daverne, 
Manuel pratique de la culture maraîchère de Paris, 1845

Because our micro-farm has garnered so 
much media a�ention in recent years, farmers 
of all stripes and many agronomists have been 
coming to meet us and visit our gardens. �ese 
people, most of them only familiar with modern 
large-scale conventional farming, are curious 
about our work because we challenge the belief 
that the small family farm cannot stay a�oat in to-
day’s economy. Despite our decade of experience 
in proving the viability of a micro-farm, most of 
these visitors remain unconvinced. �ey �nd it 
di�cult to wrap their heads around the fact that 
we have no plans to make major investments and 
that we intend to stay small and continue working 
with hand tools. A bank loan o�cer who visited 
us adamantly declared as she le� that we were not 
real business people, and that our farm was not a 
real farm!

Our farming choices may be easier to under-

stand when one stops to consider the obstacles 
that beginning farmers must face when they are 
just ge�ing started. For us, the decision to grow 
vegetables on a small plot of land, while minimiz-
ing start-up investments, simply had to do with 
our �nancial reality at the time. When we were 
in our early twenties, our �nancial resources were 
limited and we felt strongly about the importance 
of minimizing our debt load. Ten years later, our 
strategy of starting a farm without a large capital 
expense, while still producing high yields of veg-
etables for direct sales, has proved to be lucrative. 
Our market garden demonstrates that high pro�ts 
can be earned without high costs. 

For beginning farmers, there are a number of 
advantages to “starting small”—but there is also 
much to be said for staying small in the years that 
follow. �at being said, whatever the size of the 
planned operation, it is important to understand 
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the implications of di�erent production strategies 
in order to make wise choices about how to best 
succeed as an organic vegetable grower. �is chap-
ter touches on a few factors which, in my opinion, 
are at the heart of our market gardening success. 

A Biologically Intensive Approach

�e term “biointensive”* broadly refers to a horti-
cultural method in which growers maximize crop 
yields from a minimum area of land, while seeking 
to preserve—or even improve—the quality of the 
soil. Drawing on the experience of 19th-century 
French vegetable growers and Rudolph Steiner’s 
biodynamic principles, the biointensive method 
was re�ned in northern California beginning in 
the 1960s. 

�ere is now a whole literature on biologi-
cally intensive vegetable growing methods, and 
although the techniques most o�en discussed in 
these works (see bibliography for recommended 
reading) are geared towards home gardening, a 
number of the practices can be useful in the con-
text of commercial production. We took one such 
approach in developing our cropping system. 

To begin with, we have not arranged our gar-
den in the rows typically used in mechanized 
farming where crops are spaced according to the 
dimensions of the tractors and weeding machin-
ery. Instead, we grow our crops in permanent 
raised beds. While establishing the beds, we in-
vested in a large quantity of organic ma�er with 
the idea of quickly creating a rich and living soil. 
We e�ectively built our soil this way. Since then, 

In some circles, the 
word “biointensive” 

refers to a very 
narrowly de�ned 

set of practices and 
techniques. Some 
people have even 

tried to trademark 
the approach. I 
generally prefer 

the expression 
“biologically 

intensive,” and I will 
use it more o�en in 
this book, but both 

refer to the same 
ideas and principles.

When crops are closely spaced on a bed, the plant leaves come to rapidly touch 
one another, creating a bene�cial microclimate. �is canopy reduces weed growth, 
helps retain moisture in the soil, and protects the crop �om wind damage.
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we’ve continued to add compost regularly while 
limiting any turning of the soil to just the surface, 
thereby keeping the structure as intact as possible. 
For deep soil cultivation, we use a broadfork (gre-
line�e in French) which allows us to aerate the soil 
without turning it. �e purpose of this cultivation 
is to create loose, fertile soil, which encourages 
the crop roots to spread downward rather than 
sideways. �is in turn makes it possible to plant 
the crops quite close together without them run-
ning into each other at the root level.

�e goal is to space the crops such that their 
leaves touch each other when the plants reach 
three quarters of their full size. At maturity, the 
foliage will cover all of the growing area, e�ec-
tively creating a living mulch. �is strategy of 
closely spacing the crops (in addition to allowing 

high yields per square foot) has two main advan-
tages. �e �rst is that it greatly cuts down on the 
amount of weeding required, and the second is 
that it renders many day-to-day gardening tasks 
more e�cient. �ese bene�ts will be explained in 
detail throughout this book. 

In our gardens, it is the quality of the soil struc-
ture, combined with the microbe- and nutrient-
rich compost that we use, which allows intensive 
spacing to work well. It took us a few years of trial 
and error to determine the proper spacing for 
each crop—so that they are planted as densely as 
possible without limiting their size at maturity —
but it was a worthwhile e�ort. We also sought to 
further maximize our growing space by planting 
as many succession crops as possible. �is means 
that we must determine the length of time each 

Mechanized farming, whether conventional or organic, spaces the rows of crops 
according to the dimensions of the tractors and the weeding machinery. Since we use 

only hand-powered tools to control weeds on our farm, we do not have this limitation.
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crop spends in the garden and plan our seedings 
so that harvested crops are replaced by new ones 
as soon as they are out of the garden. Using our 
crop plan, we succeed in producing multiple suc-
cessive harvests each season in the same space. 

Most of the thinking behind biologically in-
tensive methods is not so very di�erent from the 
principles of organic agriculture. In both cases, 
the objective is to build rich, loose, fertile soil. 
But biointensive practices stress the importance 
of building soil in order to achieve this. Planting 
closely spaced crops in permanent beds is what al-
lowed us to establish ourselves in farming without 
mechanizing our operation. �ese are not new 
ideas, and we do not pretend to have invented 
them. If we can take credit for anything, it’s that 

we developed a good regime for making our mar-
ket garden highly productive in a cold Canadian 
climate while favoring an approach that sustains 
soil quality. 

Minimizing Start-Up Costs

Starting a farm requires investing in tools and 
equipment, but by starting small and growing 
crops intensively, it is possible to do so without 
a large capital outlay. Here is a list of the invest-
ments I feel are necessary to run an e�cient vege-
table operation on less than two acres (1  hectare). 
�e approximate dollar amounts listed are in 
Canadian funds and are for new equipment which 
should last many years. 

If the growing area is, for example, �ve times more densely planted, covering 
crops with a row cover will take one ��h of the time and use one ��h of the 
material to do the same job, saving both time and money. Similar e�ciencies 
are also true for irrigation, mulching, and weeding. 
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�e start-up costs total $39,000. �is may 
sounds like a lot of money to start a micro-farm, 
but one should consider the following. Firstly, a 
bank loan of $39,000 spread out over 5 years at 
8% interest per year means that the annual in-
vestment is about $9,500 —  which is li�le enough 
compared to the potential revenue of a market 
garden. Of course, these will not be one’s only 
business expenses. �is �gure does not include 
certain necessities such as a delivery vehicle, land 
rental/purchase fees, mortgages, or other variable 
costs (inputs, administration fees, supplies, etc.). 
But even so, initial costs are still relatively small, 
especially when compared to the cost of equip-
ment used in mechanized vegetable growing.

Secondly, some of these items can be pur-
chased secondhand or gradually with time. We 
were fortunate enough to �nd used hoophouses 
for a fraction of their original price. Also, we didn’t 
buy our rotary harrow and �ame weeder until sev-
eral years into our operation. When we began, we 
commi�ed to producing 30 CSA shares in our �rst 
season and 50 in our second. At that time, we did 
all our harvesting on the morning of delivery day, 
which saved us the problem of having to refriger-
ate our vegetables. Later, when we upped our pro-
duction to 100 shares and had to take a whole day 
to harvest them, a cold room became necessary. 

Having said that, even though certain tools on 
this list may not be absolutely necessary in your 
�rst season, they do make the work much more 
e�cient and pay for themselves quickly. �is is 
why we have never shied away from trying out 
new equipment. When we �rst began, we seeded 
by hand all the crops that do not transplant well 
(e.g., carrots, radish, mesclun mix). �ose were 

long jobs. But when we started using the seeders 
described later in this book, we were able to seed 
beds two or three times longer in one ��h of the 
time. When you stop to consider the extra work-
load required the �rst few seasons, it makes sense 
to make the optimization of operations a priority. 
In my opinion, it is best not to hold o� too long on 
ge�ing the right equipment for the job.

In most countries, there are di�erent kinds of 
government assistance programs in the form of 

Start-up Costs for Market Gardening

1 greenhouse (25' × 100') $11,000

Two-wheel tractor and accessories $8,500

2 hoophouses (15' × 100') $7,000

Cold room $4,000

Irrigation system $3,000

Furnace $1,150

Flame weeder $600

Indoor seeding equipment $600

Hoes and wheel hoe $600

Broadfork $200

Seeders $300

Rakes, shovels, spades, wheelbarrow, etc. $200

Harvest cart $350

Floating row cover, anti-insect netting, and hoops $600

Sprayer $100

Harvest baskets, scales, other equipment $300

Electric fencing $500

Total $39,000
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loans and grants for new farmers that can help out 
with the �nancing for agricultural equipment. We 
were lucky to have received �nancial aid when we 
started Les Jardins de la Greline�e. With this kind 
of added support, the chances of succeeding at 
market gardening will greatly improve. But grants 
or no grants, one fact remains: keeping costs low 
when starting a business reduces �nancial risk and 
ensures pro�tability over the short term. �is is a 
winning business model in and of itself.

Minimizing Production Costs

Revenue minus expenses equals pro�t. �is sim-
ple equation must always be kept in mind. Obvi-
ously no one goes into farming to get rich, but one 
should always aim for pro�tability when starting 
a farm. Having a pro�table operation spares you 
from daily �nancial stresses, prevents you from 
needing to �nd o�-farm employment during the 
winter, and allows you to set aside money for re-
tirement. (Yes, this is possible with a micro-farm.) 
Pro�t is ultimately what keeps the operation sus-
tainable. Many people get into organic farming 
for philosophical reasons or as part of a search for 
meaning, but at the end of the day, market gar-
dening is a business, and it is important to treat 
it like one.

Most vegetable growers today increase busi-
ness revenue by upping production and sales in or-
der to see a return on the cost of their equipment. 
Scaling-up your operation has become a popular 
topic at conferences and in magazines on organic 
market farming. But when operating a market gar-
den, one needs to look at economics from a dif-
ferent point of view. While there are many kinds 

of ways to maximize the amount of land under 
cultivation when mechanized, this is not the case 
when using the tools and techniques described 
in this handbook. �e production model itself is 
the limiting factor. So returning to the equation 
above, if the revenue is �nite and you still want 
pro�t to be high, this means expenses must be low. 
�is is the logic that market  gardeners should fol-
low: keep operating at low cost.

Reducing start-up costs is a good �rst step. 
Avoiding mechanization and machinery-related 
costs (purchase, fuel, maintenance, etc.) is an-
other one. But the most important step of all is 
limiting dependence on outside labor, which gen-
erally accounts for 50% of the production costs of 
a diversi�ed market farm.* In a market garden 
such as ours, the bulk of the work is usually done 
by the owner-operators with the help of one or 
two seasonal workers, depending on the area un-
der cultivation and the number of greenhouses. 
�e major operating costs are thus reduced to in-
puts (amendments, seeds, plant protection prod-
ucts), which are generally quite minimal. 

In the last 15 years, Lynn Byczynski, the edi-
tor of the American magazine Growing for Market, 
has had the chance to meet with many small-scale 
vegetable growers. In her book Market Farming 
Success, she discussed the potential revenues of 
market gardening and found that the net pro�t 
margin of most of these farmers is about 50%. �is 
means that if the total sales revenue is $80,000, 
about one half goes to operating costs, including 

* In 2005, Équiterre released a study of the production costs 
on various farms that used the CSA approach. �e study re-
port is very helpful when it comes to writing a business plan 
and can be found in the Bibliography section of this book.
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external labor and �xed costs. She points out that 
while the 50% margin depends on many factors, it 
is still relatively consistent regardless of farm gross 
sales. �is percentage is in line with the �gures 
on our farm and is very telling of how pro�table 
market gardening can be. It goes to show that it is 
possible to maintain high productivity with li�le 
in the way of costs.

Direct Selling

Direct selling of local products is at the heart of 
today’s renaissance of non-industrial-scale farm-
ing. Essentially, it allows producers to recover part 
of the pro�t commonly scooped up by distribu-
tors and wholesalers. Most grocery stores or food 
markets take a cut of between 35% and 50% of the 
selling price. �e distributor, which transports 
and handles the product, takes another 15% to 
25%. So, for a salad that sells for $2 in the store, 
the vegetable grower selling through conven-
tional distribution channels makes about $0.65. 
�is e�ectively means that if this grower doesn’t 
participate in selling, he or she is missing out on 
two thirds of the value of his product—a sizable 
chunk. By comparison, market farmers who use 
direct selling channels make the full amount with 
every sale. We can conclude that these producers 
can a�ord to produce one third as much volume 
and still earn the same income.

�ere are several forms of direct selling (also 
known as short supply chains). Examples include 
community-supported agriculture (CSA), farm-
ers’ markets, solidarity markets, and farmgate 
sales. Vegetable growers who are just ge�ing es-
tablished in farming should consider these niches 

Advantages of the CSA Model

GUARANTEED SALES: The main advantage of the CSA model is that produc-

tion is prepaid at the start of the season, often before the first seed has been 

sown. This model allows the farmer to budget with greater precision. There 

is nothing better for a solid business plan than guaranteed sales.

SIMPLER PRODUCTION PLANS: Since members have already purchased 

the produce, the farmer can plan production based on the sales. Once the 

number of customers has been determined, the contents of each share can 

be planned out beforehand. This is all the more important for growers who 

do not yet have much farming experience to go on.

RISK SHARING: The idea behind CSA is that the risks inherent to agriculture 

are shared between the family farmer and the members. When members 

sign up, they sign a contract inviting them to be tolerant in case of hail, 

drought, or any other natural catastrophe. If the season is good, the mem-

bers will receive more than planned, but if the season is bad, they will 

receive less. It is like taking out an insurance plan on the harvest.

CUSTOMER LOYALTY: CSA allows farmers to build not just customer loy-

alty but tangible relationships between consumers and the farm. On our 

farm, many members have been receiving vegetables from us for many 

years now. These people know us, have come out to visit the gardens, and 

greatly appreciate the work we do. As its name suggests, CSA really does 

have the power to build community.

NETWORKING: CSA is even more advantageous when a third organization 

can play a coordinating role. This is the case in Quebec, where Équiterre 

promotes CSA through publicity campaigns and finds members for the 

farms through its network. In addition, Équiterre provides training on pro-

duction planning for new farmers, links them with more experienced grow-

ers through mentorships, and organizes visits to other operations. These 

are very helpful and useful services for any beginning vegetable farmer.

For more information visit equiterre.org

This extract provided by New Society Publishers. All rights reserved.
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if they hope to prosper over the long term. More-
over, the work we do as farmers addresses a need 
felt by a growing number of people who want to 
support and get to know local producers. One 
of the bene�ts of direct selling is that it provides 
con�dence to consumers by ensuring safe, nutri-
tious, and responsibly produced food, which is 
not always readily available in today’s globalized 
food system.

�at being said, one could ask which mode of 
direct selling is be�er than others. �is is hard to 
answer, since each model has its advantages and 
disadvantages, and each farm has its own needs. In 
our particular case, although we sell our produce 
at two farmers’ markets, CSA has always been 

the preferred option since it guarantees sales and 
simpli�es our production plan. In my opinion, 
the many advantages of CSA make it a sales outlet 
tailor-made for new market gardeners. 

Whatever model one chooses, the point of 
direct selling is to build a loyal base of customers 
and develop an interdependent relationship with 
them. When it comes to customer loyalty, the 
quality of the products is very important. One 
should never neglect the importance of presenta-
tion (for instance, always washing the vegetables) 
and the importance of identifying your produc-
tion with a distinctive logo. Another key to suc-
cess with direct selling is to be welcoming and 
open to sharing information with people who 

�e development of farmers’ markets and CSA are a sign that citizens are taking back 
the agricultural economy. Once people get a taste for real food, most don’t want to rely 
on supermarkets anymore. �is creates a lot of opportunity for new farmers. 
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may be—for the �rst time in their lives—asking 
questions about where their food comes from. 
�is is why we have always felt it important to be 
present at market stands and drop-o� points. As 
growers it is important that we never lose sight 
of the fact that small-scale production is viable 
today because there is a movement among con-
sumers to support artisan producers. Pu�ing our 
faces alongside the vegetables helps to make this 
possible. 

Adding Value to the Crops 

In 2012, a �ve-pound bag of organic carrots sold for 
about $6 in the grocery store ($1.20 per pound), 
while the same carrots in a bunch sold for $2.50 
per pound. �e value of the carrots more than 
doubled simply by leaving the leaves on to indi-
cate freshness. �is is an example of adding value 
to the crops. Not all vegetables grown are of equal 
market value, and it is wise to invest one’s ener-
gies in producing the ones that command a higher 
price. �e �rst step in this regard is determining 
which crops are the most pro�table. For explor-
ing these ideas, there are a number of resources 
out there for diversi�ed vegetable  growers. �e 
book Crop Planning for Organic Vegetable Growers, 
wri�en by Dan Brisebois and Fred �ériault, two 
young growers from Quebec, is one that I highly 
recommend. 

At our farm, we went through the exercise of 
quantifying the value of our production by mea-
suring not only the total sales of each crop, but 
also the space and time it took to grow them. We 
looked at space since it is a limited resource that 
must be used e�ciently; we looked at time in or-

der to plan the succession of crops in the same 
beds. �e table on page 14 shows our results. Us-
ing this as a reference, we can observe, for exam-
ple, that growing greenhouse cucumbers is four 
times as pro�table as growing turnips. Or, that a 
bed of le�uce brings in as much as leeks, but in 
half the time. �is practical tool makes it easy to 
see which crops can perform best in the market 
garden. 

While prioritizing the most pro�table crops 
is an important factor for deciding which ones to 
grow more of, there are other means of maximiz-
ing potential sales from the garden. Investigating 
various options and strategies is essential when 
competing with supermarket vegetables produced 
in the industrial agri-food system (where prices 
are sometimes very low) and with other vegeta-
ble growers selling directly (where freshness and 
quality are excellent). 

�e box on page 15 lists some of the strategies 
we have adopted at Les Jardins de la Greline�e. 
�ese strategies are neither original nor guaran-
teed to succeed on their own, but have helped our 
business signi�cantly.

Since prices vary depending on quality, grow-
ing top-notch vegetables represents the greatest 
challenge for a beginner. But once this goal is 
achieved, prioritizing certain crops and �nding 
creative ways to di�erentiate products will make 
any market garden signi�cantly more pro�table.

Learning the Craft

If you are reading this book, chances are that you 
are interested in market gardening as a livelihood. 
Whether you want live in the countryside, work 
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Typical Annual Sales at Les Jardins de la Grelinette

Vegetable Total sales Price

Number of 
beds per 
 season*

Garden 
space

Revenue 
per bed

Number 
of days 
in the 

garden
Rank 

(sales)

Rank 
( revenue/ 

bed) Profitability**

Greenhouse 
tomato 

$35,200 $2.75/lb. 4 3% $8,800 180 1 1 high

Mesclun mix $15,750 $6.00/lb. 35 18% $450 45 2 19 high
Lettuce $9,000 $2.00/unit 18 9% $500 50 3 15 high
Greenhouse 
cucumber

$8,280 $2.00/unit 6 2% $1,380 90 4 2 high

Garlic $6,600 $1.50/unit 8 4% $825 90 5 5 high
Carrots (bunch) $6,515 $2.50/unit 14 7% $465 85 6 18 medium
Onion $6,075 $1.50/lb. 9 4% $675 110 7 10 medium
Pepper $4,400 $4.00/lb. 8 4% $550 120 8 13 medium
Broccoli $3,900 $2.50/unit 13 7% $300 65 9 28 low
Snow/snap peas $3,840 $6.00/lb. 8 4% $480 85 10 16 medium
Summer squash $3,690 $1.50/lb. 6 3% $615 70 11 11 medium
Green onion $3,360 $2.00/unit 4 2% $840 50 12 4 high
Beans $3,280 $3.75/lb. 8 4% $410 70 13 24 low
Spinach $3,000 $6.00/lb. 5 3% $600 50 14 12 medium
Beets (bunch) $2,900 $2.50/unit 7 4% $415 70 15 23 medium
Turnip $2,100 $2.50/unit 4 2% $525 50 16 14 medium
Radish $2,000 $1.50/unit 5 3% $450 45 17 20 medium
Cherry tomato $1,930 $5.00/lb. 2 1% $965 120 18 3 high
Ground cherry $1,650 $6.00/lb. 2 1% $825 120 19 6 medium
Swiss chard $1,600 $2.00/unit 2 1% $800 90 20 7 medium
Kale $1,600 $2.00/unit 2 1% $800 90 22 8 medium
Cauliflower $1,600 $3.00/unit 4 2% $400 80 21 25 low
Basil $1,400 $20.00/lb. 2 1% $700 120 23 9 medium
Eggplant $1,350 $3.00/lb. 3 2% $450 120 24 21 low
Melon $1,225 $4.00/lb. 5 3% $245 85 25 29 low
Leek $1,200 $4.00/unit 3 2% $400 150 26 26 low
Kohlrabi $940 $1.25/unit 2 1% $470 55 27 17 medium
Wild leek $840 $3.00/unit 2 1% $420 135 28 22 medium
Arugula (bunch) $800 $2.00/unit 2 1% $400 45 29 27 medium
Total $136,025 193 100%

* All beds are 100' long.
** Profitability is based on a coe�cient that takes into account total sales, yield per bed, and the number of growing days in the garden.
Note: The figures in this table are based on data gathered over a number of seasons. They were calculated based on the allocation of our sales 
(65% CSA and 35% market) and the large amount of mesclun mix we sell to retailers. They give a good indication of the most — and least —  
 profitable vegetables to grow.
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with the rhythms of the seasons, or have a more 
down-to-earth lifestyle, the farming vocation can 
be an a�ractive one. However, as accessible as 
market gardening is, growing more than forty dif-
ferent kinds of vegetables intensively does require 
know-how and a work ethic that few other voca-

tions demand. Market gardening, just like market 
farming on bigger farm, is tough work, and proper 
training is recommended. 

�e best advice that I can o�er someone in-
terested in learning the cra� is to get �rst-hand 
experience on an established mixed vegetable 

Our Strategies for Commanding Good Prices

 We focus on the quality and freshness of our vegetables. 

 We favor root vegetables that can be sold with their leaves, demonstrating that the crops are fresh.

 We avoid storage vegetables (potatoes, parsnips, winter squash, rutabagas, etc.), which for the 

most part take up space in the garden for a long time and cannot be marketed as fresh. We have de-

veloped expertise in two crops that we deem most profitable: mesclun and greenhouse tomatoes, 

which we distribute through restaurants, a local grocer, as well as our direct selling channels.

 We choose the tastiest cultivars (di�erent varieties of the same vegetable), since we want to en-

courage our members and customers to discover new tastes.

 We regularly try di�erent or unusual cultivars in order to keep our members and customers inter-

ested.

 We supplement our production with vegetables purchased from producers who specialize in crops 

that we have  chosen not to grow.

 We force our early-season crops in order to be the first to o�er them at market.

 We change our prices as little as possible, and explain to our customers and members the negative 

e�ects of “ dumping” that drives grocery store prices down.

 We always wash our vegetables and display them neatly.

 We guarantee satisfaction with our products at all times, no questions asked.

 We have taken the time to design an eye-catching logo that clearly identifies our products. At the 

local grocery store, customers swear by our products, which they recognize easily. They know that 

they are supporting the farm down the road.
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operation. No ma�er what size it is, your e�ort 
will let you see for yourself the joys and pains of 
the trade. No school or book can replace the ex-
perience of growing food for a season and taking 
in—o�en subconsciously—all the practices an-
other vegetable farmer does well (or less well). In 
this regard, it’s very important to work on a farm 
where the farmer is seriously interested in pass-
ing his experience on to others. From what I have 
observed, I believe it takes commitment to at least 
one full season to know if you are cut out for this 
kind of work and lifestyle. 

�at being said, there is no substitute for the 
experience one gains by working for  oneself. �is 
is why, a�er spending some time on someone 
else’s farm, I would suggest beginning your own 
project. Market gardening allows the chance to get 
going li�le by li�le. One can start without much 

in the way of investment, gradually expanding the 
size of the plot as con�dence and skills increase. 
Starting a CSA of 30 baskets is not such a big 
thing, especially given that most of the  families 
can be friends and acquaintances. Bringing what 
you have grown to a nearby farmers’ market is 
also an option. �is can be done on a part-time 
basis and involves less commitment. We should 
not forget that sixty years ago most people were 
growing their own food, with some selling their 
extra at markets. Contrary to what some people 
may imagine, the farming vocation is full of rich 
experiences and interesting people. At the risk of 
repeating myself, I can de�nitely say that anyone 
prepared to invest their time to learn how to grow 
great vegetables e�ciently can succeed in market 
gardening.
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