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The Context:
Sonoma County,
California

Sonoma County is
located dong the Padific
Ocean just north of San
Francisco, Cdifornia
Although it has traditiondly
been an agriculturd county,
Sonoma County is now one
of the faset growing
counties in Cdifornia, with a
3% populaion growth rae
anudly.  With this lage
influx of people, agriculturad
land has been gobbled up by
housng ad  commercid
developments, and the county
is now considered urban. Not
surprigngly, the prices of
homes and land in the County
ae dso incressng repidly;
the median cost of a home is
curently ~ $300,000, and
prime grape land is going for
about $65,000 per acre. As a
result of some of these
changes many smdl to mid-
gzed fruit and vegedble
fams ae giving way to
larger vineyards that can
afford the high cost of land,
labor, energy, and water.
Wine grapes ae dso more
profitable and have a ready
market. According to the
2000 Sonoma County
Agriculturd Crop Report, the
wine grape crop tonnage for
2000 exceeded the previous
record by over 3,100 tons

(with a concomitant increase
in price pad per ton), while
fruits nuts and vegetable
crops decreased. Both
livestock and poultry and
their associated products aso
decreased in value and dairies
decreased in number? To
reveese  this trend, farm
leaders and others interested
in syoporting locd famers
and preserving open space
have been druggling to find
ways to support locd farmers
and preserve farmland in the
County.

i
<.

s
T

Select! Sonoma Label

The Founding of Select!
Sonoma County

Founded 12 years ago as
a public-private agriculturd
marketing organization,
Select! Sonoma County’s
daed god is “improving the
economic  wdl-being  of
Sonoma County agriculture
and to motivate consumers to
purchase Sonoma Grown and
Sonoma Made product.”®
Sdlect Sonoma got off to a

relatively big dat in 1989
when a blue-ribbon
committee of county leaders
induding the  Agriculturd
Commissioner, a cooperative
extenson agent, an owner of
a successful locd dary, an
owner of an independent
gocey dore, and severd
producers formed the
organization as the fird
regiona agricultural
marketing  organization  in
America The program was
origindly cdled the “Sonoma
County Agricutura
Marketing  Program” or
SCAMP. At the time, the
program was a role mode for
many other regiona
programs in  the country.
From its inception, Seect!
Sonoma has been patidly
funded by a “trandent
occupancy tax” or hotd tax
approved by the Sonoma
County Board of Supervisors,
with the remander of the
money coming from privae
donations, fundraisers, and
membership fees.

Dan Benedetti, the owner
of Clover Stornetta Farms,
was one of the founding
members of Sdect Sonoma
and aso served as its firgt
presdent. He is currently an
active member of the
organization. According to
Benedett, the biggest
obdacle to geting the
program going was agreeing
on qudity dandards for
products. Eventudly, he sad
the members “agreed to
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dissgree’ and had no formd
qudity standards for products
because they didn't want to
“police each other.” Their
rationale, he sad, was tha
“customers  would  decide
whether the product was
good enough, and the
products wouldn't get in the
back door of the sipermarket
if they ween't good
enough.” Overdl, this system
worked very well, Benedetti
said.?

Jennifer  Bice and  her
husband, owners of a very
successful goat farm, were
dso origind membes of
Sdect! Sonoma When the
program was dtarted, she and
her husband were extremdy
excited to have some support
with marketing. According to
Bice, because goa milk
products ae unfamiliar to
many people, they had to
engage in very aggressve
niche maketing for thar
products, she refered to
hersdf and her husband as
“goad milk  missonaries”
When Sdect! Sonoma came
adong, they saw it as an great
opportunity to get much
needed hep with ther
maketing efforts. The firg
event sponsored by the
organization, much to thar
delight, was a marketing
conference®

Select! Sonoma County's
Membership  Participation
and Benefits

Sdlect! Sonoma

members have been involved
in different ways throughout
the years of the program.
Members pay $100-$300 per
year for membership fees
Members vote for board
members and attend Select!
Sonoma events. In addition to
the benefit of the Sdect!
Sonoma labd, maketing
assstance, and the overdl
promotion of local products,
Sdect! Sonoma has offered
various types of programs for
members over the years,
indluding marketing
workshops, food and wine
tasing events, “retal liason”
programs, cooking contests,
retail promotions, and more.
They dso didribute a
newd etter that includes
informational  events, recipes,
and pieces submitted by

Select! Sonoma * shelf-talkers’ ina;
Sonoma County mar ket

All in dl, Jennifer Bice sad
that she and her husbhand
were very pleased  with
Select! Sonoma programs—
ghe sad that they “got a lot
out of them.” However, she
admitted that while she and
her husband were more
activdy involved in the
beginning of the program
than mos members, as ther
busness grew, they became
too busy to keep going to
events. She dated that time
was a problem for many
Sdect! Sonoma members.
Dan Benedetti echoed this
sentiment, saying tha most
of the Sdect! Sonoma
fames ae gmdl famers
who spend the vast mgority
of therr time working on ther
fams—so they have little time
to participate in these events.

Select! Sonoma Faces Hard
Times

Unfortunatdly, due to the
economic, agriculturd, and
demographic changes in the
County, dong with loss of
membership, past lack of
leedership  and  financid
resources, Select! Sonoma is
currently  sruggling to  day
afloat. According to Miched
Dimock, the new executive
director of Select! Sonoma,
ater redly geting off the
ground from 1989-1991, the
program was successful until
dbout 1997. At that time,
organizationd and leadership
problems, dong with the
shap dedine in the number
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of smdl growers and atisan
food producers in the County
contributed to severe
financid dress  for  the
organization.  During  this
period, Dimock sad, the
educationa programming
that had been pat of the
progranm’'s ~ success  was
abandoned. Leaders of the
organization sopped writing
grans for educationa and
promotiond seminars, which
were quite popular among
members and others in the
community.®

Traditional Medicinal teas
with Select! Sonoma labels

At the same time, intense
conflict developed regarding
the Sdlect! Sonoma
catification  process  and
whether it should include
only products grown in
Sonoma County, or should
include those made (but not
necessaxily grown) in
Sonoma  County. Cindy
Callahan, current president of
the organization, sad tha in
addition to the conflict about
labdling, there were
“expendve maketing forays
to promote Sonoma County
products a high-end food
emporiums in such places as

Texas and Colorado.” She
fdt that at that time, it was a
srious mistake to  focus
promotiond effots so far
didd, and that these efforts
should have been focused on
the 65 million consumers in
the greater Bay Area.’

By 1997, the organization
was redly fdtering
financidly and the
organization raised the price
of  membership. Between
1997-1999, the organization
log hdf of its members,
dropping from 140 members
to 70 members. Many of the
organization's bigger
corporate  members, who
typicaly had less than 1% of
their products cetified as
Select! Sonoma, dropped out
of the program.

Dan Benedetti feds that
the man problem, or
“Achilles Hed,” of the
program was that there was
no common digribution and
packaging/processing  system.
According to Benedetti, “dl
the maketing in the world
fdls on deaf ears without
common identifie's  among
production, packaging, and
digribution systems.”
Because Sdect!  Sonoma
farmer members are 0 busy,
he sad, they “have zero time
to market their products, and
need a consgent program to
teke care of processing,
packaging, and marketing.”
He stressed that all three had
to be taken care of, or the
program ultimatdy wouldn't

help farmers and wouldn't be
effectivein the long run.

Both Benedeiti and Bice,
like Dimock, atributed the
progran’s current problems
to lack of direction, vison,
and focus among executive

g

Select! Sonoma local product
display in Sonoma County market

directors and board members
duing the late 9O's
Beredetti blamed himsdf as
well as other leaders for not
seing problems  a  they
aose. Bice sad that during
the mid to lae nineties
executive directors dropped
programs, “let a lot of things
fdl through the cracks, and
just couldn't keep up with
things They just didn't pay
atention and things weren't
on time” She also noted that
the membership a the time
was very diverse, and it was
often difficult to agree on
what to do.

Recently, Jennifer  Bice
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sad that communication with
members was very poor, and
members had “no idea what
is going on with the program
or why.” She sad that many
members she spoke with
were confused about the lack
of programs and promotions
in dores. Ultimately, she fdt
that if the Sdect! Sonoma
leaders told the members
honestly about the chalenges
the progran is fading
curently, they “might come
together as a community and
rdly to save the program.”
She emphasized that
“community and coheson”
were essentid if the program
wanted to survive, noting that
the current director's focus
on getting money from “the
big oguys was diending
sndl farmers in the program.
Although de sad dhe
persondly would day with
the program no matter whé,
she said that other members
ae “s0 disggruntled that they
aen't joining or paying dues
anymore.”

Attempts to Revive Select!
Sonoma

In  July 2001, Sdect
Sonoma's director, Michadl
Dimock, was engaged in an
aggressve fund-raisng  effort
to save the program. At that
time, the progran was
operating on a $126,000
budget, with hdf the money
coming from the county's
promotiona budget.
According to Dimock, some

county officids don't want to
invex more money in the
program, dnce  trandent

occupancy tax funds are the
only unrestricted revenue the

Michael Dimock and the owner of a
Sonoma County market in front of a
Select! Sonoma display

county has. Many in the
county want to see the money
used for other programs.

The Sdect!  Sonoma
program was dso severdy in
debt in the late summer and
fdl of 2001. During this time,
Dimock was seeking money
from large donors such as big
wine growers in the county
and holding highrend fund-
rasng events for members
and other possble donors in
the area. Dimock’'s drategy
to tun the organization
aound d&so included an
aggressve, visonary three-
pronged program focusing on
product promotions, public
outreach and education, and
an agriculture  sudanability
project.

Unfortunately, a of
January 2002, efforts to
revive the organizetion
financidly have not been
successil.? A membership
drive in the fdl of 2001
informed members about the

three-pronged  drategy  to
save the organization. The
drive raised some money, but
not nearly enough to tackle
the debt. Michad Dimock
thinks that the membership
drive faled because famers
were not dtracted to the “big-
picture’ drategy to save the
organization; he bdieves tha
it was probably “too
abdract,” and farmers didn’t
redly fed it connected with
their “on-the-ground”
problems. Dimock  sad,
however, that they “plan to
have a membership mesting
in the soring to discuss the
future of the organization.
The members can sdect the
best options.”

Sdect! Sonoma leaders
are currently focusng on one
last draegy to save the
organization. A locd group
interested in preserving
famland ad  promoting
locdly grown and made
products is hoping to partner
with Select Sonoma to creste
a makeplace aea in
downtown Santa Rosa The
marketplace, caled the
Sonoma County Food &
Wine Center, woud focus on
locdly made and grown
products and could include a
culinay school, a famers
market, wineries, and other
businesses that would
promote local products. A
loca bank, interested in the
Sonoma County Food &
Wine Center concept, has
offered to work with Select
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Sonoma to forgive pat of
their debt and help them pay
the rest of it back.®

Dimock sad that if
efforts to creste the Sonoma
County Food & Wine Center
and decrease the
organization's debt did not
pay off in a few months
Seect! Sonoma woud be
handed over to an exiding
program—the Sonoma
County Wine Association
(SWCA), which is the largest
agriculturd mearketing
associdion  in the  country.
The SCWA has a hedthy
program due to the success of
the wine industry.

The future of Select Sonoma:
A local marketplace and farmers

market?

Conclusions

At this time, it is not clear
whether or not Sdect!
Sonoma  will urvive—
dthough the prognoss does
not look good. Whether it
does or not, however, lessons
can be learned from the past
struggles ad current
chdlenges of this rdaivey
long-lived organization.
Select! Sonoma faces
problems that many other
organizetions  geared a
hdping smdl to mid-szed

famers in the U.S. face. The
globd levd politicd and
economic factors confronting
gndl ad mid-szed famers
in  Sonoma County, like
elsawhere in the country, are
huge. These  lage-scde
problems  compound  the
chdlenges of ma&king a
membership- based, public-
private  organizetion  work
wdl and thrive finanddly.

In sum, reasons for the
program’'s current problems
include the following:

- Rapid urbanization of
Sonoma County

- Poalitical/economic factors,
including:

-low commodity prices for
most crops

-higher cogtsfor land, labor,
energy, and water

- Select! Sonoma leader ship
problemsand bad
decisons, including:

- lack of vison and focus

- not keegping up with fund-
rasing efforts and
educationd programs

- poor communication with
members

- promotiond efforts too far
didd

- Disagreements about
labeling (grown vs. made)

- Failureto establish
common production,
packaging, and digtribution
system

In  spite  of thee
problems, dl of the people
interviewed expressed  hope
that the program would
continue—at leest in  some
fashion. Dan Benedetti Stated
that he thought the program
“could 4ill be amodd for the
country, if collaboration
could happen on a county-
wide bass” He thinks that
the county needs to find
common ground by redizing
that everybody in Sonoma
County needs diversfied
agriculture if they want the
qudity of life and specid
character of the county to
aurvive.  Michad  Dimock
sad that ultimady, even if
Select Sonoma ceases to
exid, he is optimigic. “If
Sdlect! Sonoma fals”
Dimock says “another
initictive perhaps more
gopropriate to the moment
will be born. Producers are
tenacious and the people of
the county want our farms to
survive. People ae adways
leamming and we will do
something even better than
the concept of  Sdect!
Sonoma.”
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