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Local Food Market Relationships:
Restaurants
• Are you a chef, restaurateur, farmer, or food processor?
• Do you want to bring fresh, local products to your
customers?
• Do you want your local food market relationships to
succeed and thrive?
You can strengthen your position in the local food market by planning for and including some key elements in your trading relationships (see Part 1: Elements of Success), and by identifying common
expectations and requirements of the restaurant market (Part 2:
Market Requirements).
To access additional information about local food market relationships in the restaurant sector, please refer to Part 3: Resources.

Part 1: Elements of Success
Successful relationships between local food producers and buyers are central to building your business, expanding capacity for
regional food production, and strengthening local economies.
Consider these ﬁve key elements of successful local food market
relationships for restaurants:
1. Planning
2. Communications
3. Marketing
4. Distribution
5. Education

Element 1: Planning
To successfully sell local food products through restaurants, you
need to understand how your trading partners operate and what
they need. Research and planning help you learn about the expectations and requirements that are particular to the restaurant
market, and if you are willing and able to meet them.
When you decide to develop or extend your local food market into
the restaurant sector, ﬁrst take time to review your business and
clarify what you want and need in your trading relationships. Aim
to match your business’s values and current or desired scale of
operations with potential trading partners and their requirements.
Buyers ... Connect with a few producers in your region who can
supply you directly with the local products you want to serve in
your restaurant. Before you start negotiating trading terms, invite
them to describe how their business operates and what they need
to be able to sell to you. Then talk with wholesalers and distributors about if and how they provide access to local products.
This information will help you plan whether to purchase the local
food you need directly from local producers or through the commercial distribution system.
Producers ... Contact a few restaurateurs in your region who may
be potential customers for your product, and ask them to explain
how their industry works and what they need in order to be able
to buy from you. And talk to other producers – ask about their
experiences in bringing their products into this market.
This will help you learn if this is a market match for your business,
and to plan viable ordering and delivery systems.

Element 2. Communication
Your market research and business planning processes tell you that
selling local food to restaurant customers is feasible for your business. Now you need to start building your market relationships.
The importance of communication for successful local food market relations cannot be overstated. It is essential for understanding
what your trading partners need, and to establish the necessary
trust between you that you will both hold to your agreements.
Buyers and producers ... Talk to each other to pre-plan production; about order and delivery scheduling; about trends and opportunities.
Formalize your communications. Determine the degree of formality your business needs, and communicate it to your current and
potential trading partners. Agree on a format and frequency of
communications that works for both partners and ensures that you
both understand the terms of your agreements and commitments.
Regardless of how formal the agreements are between you and
your market partners, set up and maintain an electronic and/or
paper ﬁling system to keep track of your communications and your
commitments.
Tools for tracking agreements in the restaurant sector may include:
• Standing orders: typically for produce; volume only;
prices ﬂoat; conﬁrmed weekly
• Weekly fresh sheets: growers set a price determined
by cost of production; not volatile with competition or
market opportunity; seasonal stability beneﬁts buyers
with set menu prices
• Purchase orders: numbered; matched to receiving orders;
provide proof of delivery
Formal contracts are not common.

Element 3: Marketing
The following information about marketing as a key element of
successful local food trading is primarily directed at local food
producers rather than restaurant buyers. Restaurant buyers, take
note that including fresh, local food in your menus and marketing
may help you tap into a lucrative and expanding consumer market
of local food-conscious diners. But be prepared to pay a fair price
that may be higher than imported or food-industry ingredients.
For producers, the process of getting your product to your restaurant customers involves several critical factors, including researching the requirements of the restaurant market, costing and pricing
your product for this market, designing its packaging and labeling,
and branding your name.
Decide whether you want to manage your business’s marketing
activities yourself or contract it out. If you do it yourself, you can
and should develop your marketplace relationships in every phase
of this process.
Entering the market ... Through your business planning, product
development process, market research, and operations, you’ve
talked with restaurant buyers and other producers, and identiﬁed
restaurant businesses that match your business’s scale and values.
Make sure you thoroughly understand the requirements and
expectations of the restaurant market (see Part 2: Market Requirements for more information), and are prepared to meet them.
Product pricing ... When you are costing out your product,
determine a realistic selling price for this market, and then work
backwards from there. Refer to your business plan and include
every expense and resource associated with your business. If you
are a grower, you can set a price based on your cost of production.
Because your restaurant customers sell forward with set menu
prices, signiﬁcant price volatility does not meet their requirements
for stability.
Packaging and labeling ... Your product represents you and your
business in all your market relationships. Whether you are selling

fresh farm products or processed goods, you are building name
recognition for both your product and your business with every
sale. Good packaging is essential – be consistent and be professional.
When your product is labeled, packaged, and ready for sale, plan
in advance to ensure you stay ahead of your packaging supplies.
You don’t want to delay delivery or compromise the quality of your
relationships by running out of packaging materials or reverting to
generic.

Element 4: Distribution
Direct relationships between local food producers and buyers can
thrive in the restaurant sector. There is a ready match between the
scale of individual restaurant’s needs and the volumes that micro
and small producers can provide. And there is also a values match
between businesses that make a commitment to support the local
food system.
Regular communication between market partners helps build trust
and a strong relationship. Share information about the trends in
both your industries, discuss ingredients and exchange ideas about
recipes and pairing, explore pre-planting/ pre-ordering options,
and plan delivery schedules. Agree on your billing and payment
processes.

Ordering
Many restaurateurs recognize that they can base the success of
their businesses on an expanding consumer demand for healthy,
local food. As a restaurant buyer, you need to decide if you will
purchase the local food you need directly from local producers,
through the commercial food service distribution system, or a
combination of both.
The local food system is in a developmental phase – distribution
infrastructure for local food is lacking, and the system’s productive
capacity currently cannot meet demand. Your support and ﬂexibility are key factors as this market grows and stabilizes.

Ordering from distributors ... As a buyer, be aware that local
producers face signiﬁcant barriers when they try to access existing
distribution channels. If you choose to purchase locally produced
food from a distributor, you can help support the development of
your community’s local food system.
Communicate clearly and often to your distributor that you are
committed to buying local food, and that you understand the
challenges and are willing to be ﬂexible (ie. if there are last minute
variations). Buyers for large distribution companies need to hear
that their customers (you!) need and expect access to locally, fairly
produced food. This supports their eﬀorts to change existing systems to help increase local producers’ participation in the market.
If you know and prefer a particular producer or product, ask for it
by name. If your distributor doesn’t include it in their inventory,
encourage them to do so. Repeat your request regularly, and if you
can, help facilitate the connection between the distributor and the
local producer.
Ordering from producers ... You can directly support local food
production by building one-to-one relationships with producers.
Many chefs successfully integrate their menus and specialties with
speciﬁc farms and their products.
Local food costs more to produce because it is an emerging system
that operates outside or peripheral to the existing supply chain and
industry subsidies. Expect to pay a fair price that may be higher
than your more mainstream choices.
Regardless of your purchasing frequency or volumes, communicate clearly with your local producers so they know what you need
and can plan for it. Honour your commitments to protect your
market partners from the expense of unnecessary loss.
Remember, regular communication helps build trust and a strong
relationship. If something unexpected happens, be ﬂexible and
patient. There is usually an alternative product that can be utilized
if you make the eﬀort to work with your producer.

Flexibility also allows you to take advantage of seasonal availability. Generalize your menus so you can prepare your dishes using
whatever is fresh daily or weekly.

Delivering
If you are a local food producer, decide whether trading directly
with restaurant buyers, through distributors, or a combination of
both best serves your needs. This will depend in part on the scale
of your production and the volumes you sell.
Generally, buyers expect professional relationships with their
suppliers. If you value and practice an informal, casual style when
selling your product, you may ﬁnd that direct sales to restaurants
oﬀers more personal market relationships.
But never let an overly casual approach compromise your communications, commitments, or quality control. Your trading relationships – and your business – will surely suﬀer.
Delivering to a distributor ... For information about selling local
products to a food system distributor, please refer to the information booklet, Local Food Market Relationships for Wholesale/ HRI
and Processors.
Delivering to a restaurant ... It can be easier for small, local food
producers to sell through restaurants than through retail or wholesale outlets. Minimum order size is less of a factor when dealing
with individual restaurants, and the direct connections between
chefs and producers often lead to strong, long-standing relationships based on mutual reciprocity.
Opportunities exist for local producers to minimize your market
risks when you develop trading relationships with restaurants.
Invite your restaurant buyer to work with you to integrate their
seasonal menus with your production plan. You beneﬁt from
consistent, predictable sales, and your restaurateur beneﬁts from
stable prices and a dependable supply.
In your market relationships with restaurants, you must be absolutely reliable and honour all your commitments. Make sure your

product is consistent in quality and quantity, and always meet the
standards your chefs have told you they require.
Show up on time with every delivery. If you are selling fresh produce to a restaurant, they are likely counting on it for their daily
service, and need it there on time and in a kitchen-ready condition. Carefully manage your post-harvest handling to ensure its
optimal condition when it is received (ie. fresh, washed, refrigerated, and appropriately packed).
Remember, regular communication helps build trust and a strong
relationship. If something unexpected happens that aﬀects your
ability to meet your delivery commitments, contact your buyer
immediately and help them adjust by providing an alternative
product.
See Part 2: Market Requirements for more information about delivering your product into this market sector.
Delivery options ... Once you have determined that the restaurant
sector is a viable market for your product, decide if you will deliver
your own goods or make other arrangements. Many small producers spend long hours waiting in traﬃc and receiver lineups to drop
oﬀ one or two boxes. Carefully examine all the costs and beneﬁts
of each approach. You may learn that your resources are best applied to your production activities rather than spending valuable
time and money on transportation.
Producers often duplicate eﬀorts to get their product to market.
Look for opportunities and you may be able to collaborate with
other producers to organize a small-scale distribution network or
coordinate transportation calendars, drop-oﬀ points, and co-deliveries. See where you can take advantage of emerging opportunities
and build new relationships.
For example, Shift Urban Cargo Delivery is a cargo-trike delivery
cooperative that can move easily (and sustainably) through trafﬁc in downtown Vancouver. Check your community for similar
services.

Element 5: Education
As you create and maintain your local food market relationships,
you inevitably learn more about your trading partner’s business
and what they need to survive and succeed. Apply this awareness
and understanding in all your communications and agreements,
and you will enjoy strong, stable relationships for as long as you
wish to do business together.
Buyers ... The fresh food supplied by your local food suppliers
may look diﬀerent than more familiar commercial items. Ask your
producers how they use their own products, and about seasonal
availability and diﬀerent varieties. Help your employees accept and
learn how to work with fresh, local food items.
If your scale of business means you buy from food service distributors, tell your buyers that you want to buy local food and encourage them to set up market relations with local producers. If you
know the names of speciﬁc producers or products that you want to
buy, request that they be added to the inventory. Oﬀer to introduce your buyer to your favorite producers.
Producers ... Learn everything you can about the restaurant business so you can do your best to meet its requirements and expectations.

Part 2: Market Requirements
What do restaurant buyers need from local producers?
Quality and consistency ... Restaurateurs use your products to
prepare their menu dishes for their dining customers. They count
on the consistent quality of their kitchen’s ingredients to deliver
consistent quality to their customers. If your products are inconsistent in quality or quantity, the kitchen will need to work harder
to meet their goals and their customers’ expectations, and they will
likely look for another supplier.
Quantity means the amount you agreed to provide. Quality means
the condition of your product when it is received by the restaurant.

Make sure that fresh produce is absolutely fresh, that it is clean,
and packed as requested by the chef, and within the required delivery temperature range. For the restaurant market, appearance is
critical because your produce will contribute to the plate’s presentation. It must be beautiful. Dry goods need to be labeled and
boxed exactly as marketed.
Because restaurants process and resell your product from a menu
with set prices, ﬂuctuations in the cost of your product can create
budgeting issues for the restaurant. If you are a grower, try to keep
a stable price that is based on your cost of production rather than
market opportunity.
Reliability ... In the restaurant business, timing is critical. This
also applies to the delivery of your product. Kitchens are very
busy places. Arrange a convenient delivery schedule with the
buyer or whoever will be receiving your goods. Then be on time.
It will harm your relationship if you show up late with produce the
kitchen needed for its lunch service – during lunch service, when
they are too busy to deal with you or their order.
What do local producers need from buyers?
Market access ... Local food producers are investing in a high-risk
venture with minimal systemic or institutional support. You can
help support local food production by building trading relationships directly with local producers, and by telling your distributors that you expect them to include local food products in their
inventories.
Commitment ... Take time to communicate with the local traders
you buy from so you can learn and understand the speciﬁc market
challenges they face.
Then make a commitment to buy from them consistently so they
know what to expect, and can plan their production accordingly.
Honour all your commitments to help protect your market partners from unnecessary loss.
Flexibility ... Primary producers (such as farmers, ranchers, and
ﬁshers) are vulnerable to external forces they do not control. If

something unexpected happens, be ﬂexible. These folks are renowned for their ability to make things work with the resources at
hand. There is usually an alternative product that can be utilized if
you are patient and make an eﬀort to ﬁnd a solution.
Use ﬂexibility to your advantage, and create space in your menus
for seasonal availability.
Micro and small producers are challenged to meet minimum order
size in many commercial markets. Local food producers can build
their capacity and grow when restaurant buyers accommodate
small volume orders.

Part 3: Resources
Local Food Market Relationships: Buyers
Local Food Market Relationships: Producers
Local Food Market Relationships: Retail
Local Food Market Relationships: Wholesale/ HRI and Processors

Marketing
Marketing Local Food (Minnesota Institute for Sustainable Agriculture)
http://www.misa.umn.edu/Publications/MarketingLocalFood/
index.htm

Business Planning
The Complete Guide to Building a Sustainable Business
http://www.misa.umn.edu/Publications/BuildingaSustainableBusiness/index.htm
Business Planning for Small-Scale Community Farming Enterprises
http://www.communityfarms.ca/people/busPlanning.shtml

Producer Training
Farmer and food production training programs
http://foodsecurevancouver.ca/knowledge-and-agency/educational-programs-resources/farmer-food-production-programs
Small Scale Food Processor Association: Courses for Food Processors
https://www.ssfpa.net/index.php?option=com_content&view=
article&id=124&Itemid=91

Small Scale Food Processor Association: Food Safety Planning
Portal for Food Processors
http://foodsafety.ssfpa.net/

Support for Farmers
Grants and loans for farmers
http://www.communityfarms.ca/resources/grantsLoans.shtml
Agri-Teams. Ministry of Agriculture and Lands
www.agf.gov.bc.ca/resmgmt/sf/Contacts.htm
BC Agricultural Research and Development Corporation (ARDCorp)
www.ardcorp.ca/
Certiﬁed Organic Associations of BC
www.certiﬁedorganic.bc.ca/
Strengthening Farming. Ministry of Agriculture and Lands
www.agf.gov.bc.ca/resmgmt/sf/about.htm
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