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Auction Provides Amish Farmers with a Market  

URBANA -  It can be a challenge for vegetable farmers to sell their produce when they only have a couple of bushels of cabbages or tomatoes. Roadside stands and farmers' markets are options, but Amish farmers may not have a lot of customers driving by their farms and they can't transport their produce long distances in horse-drawn buggies. 

An auction held twice a week in a central location has provided an easy way for Amish farmers in the Arthur area to sell their produce quickly.

University of Illinois plant pathologist Mohammad Babadoost has been acting as advisor to a group of Amish farmers in the Arthur area since 1999. "After meeting with them several times, I learned what their needs are," Babadoost said. "They already had a co-op of about 15 farmers but they needed help. I provided them with information and set up a library of books and publications about production and pest control and have been helping them with business and marketing." He said that the idea for an auction grew from a workshop sponsored using a grant from the University of Illinois Extension.

Amish farmer Ben Graber said that Babadoost gave them advice on production, how to advertise and get the auction up and running and the encouragement they needed to keep going. "Before, the 20-some growers took their produce to one location in buckets where it would be washed, sorted and marked for quality. But you need to have quite a bit of product to make it work. Now the co-op has 30 members -- 28 Amish and two non-Amish farmers," said Graber.

Graber and his wife Betty own Graber's Greenhouse on just south of 133 on Cadwell road between Arthur and Sullivan. In addition to flowers, they sell sweet corn, tomatoes, onions and pumpkins at a roadside stand. "The auction is a big advantage for us. If we have too many tomatoes, we can take them to this common location and sell them, or we can buy produce wholesale that we don't grow on our own farm and then sell it at our retail roadside stand."

One of the first things that was accomplished with an initial investment of $150,000 from shares that were sold in the co-op has been the construction of a building. It's located east of Vine Street and about half a mile south of Route 133 behind the massive CHI buildings (Coach House Incorporated).The first auction was held on a Friday morning in late May in the new building. At first, the plans were to hold an auction once a week on Friday mornings, but after a few weeks, an auction on Tuesday mornings was added. 

Restaurant owners, grocery stores and individuals can purchase flowers and fresh produce at the auctions, but they need to be prepared to buy in large quantities, such as two quarts of berries. 

One customer, Sam Sabattini, owns a retail market in Springfield and also supplies produce to six grocery stores, four restaurants and three nightclubs. He farms 27 acres of tomatoes, green peppers, green beans and sweet corn but comes to the auction to purchase other varieties of vegetables to fill in at his garden center. On his fourth trip to the auction, Sabattini bought 50 boxes of cucumbers, four boxes of lettuce, some cabbage and squash. "Right now I can get produce here earlier because it's grown in greenhouses but later in the season, I'll bring produce from my own farm to sell," he said. "The auction will take 10 percent but it's worth it to get rid of larger quantities that I can't sell at my place."

Another auction customer, Joan Young, sells produce at the Paris farmers' market on Saturdays and the Charleston market on Wednesdays. She comes to the auction to supplement the produce assortment that she sells at her booth. She sees the centrally located auction as a good way for Amish farmers to sell. "Amish farmers would come by and say I have a bushel of this or that. Can you sell it for me? I'd have to buy it outright, not knowing the quality and if I'd get my money out of it or not. It was a gamble," she said.

Carolyn Kleven, a buyer for Cisco Farms, noted the need for a standard measurement. "They sell by the box, so it's hard to know how much is really there. I like to know how many pounds. Today they were selling cherries by the quart and that's easy. I told them about it and I think they're going to work on that for future auctions," she said.

The auctions run from 10 a.m. until sell-out, which is usually around 1 p.m. A voice message with the date and time of the next auction and a list of what will be available to purchase can be heard by calling 217-543-5100.
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