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The activities of the Center for Economic Options embody a growing idea in America that we have some choice about our economic future.  While the dominant trend in business is to seek out and exploit global markets, still small voices all across the nation are calling us toward a localized vision.  The Center seeks out ways to improve the economic position of West Virginians, particularly women who have traditionally been excluded from consideration as participants in the economy.


At the same time that it provides economic options, the Center promotes values that resonate in truly progressive minds: the preservation of an area’s indigenous culture and the development of real support systems that contribute substantially to community stability and long-term business success.  There is no economic progress worth the price of breaking up the communities that have sustained the American dream, and there is no economic progress that is worth the price of destroying the environment.  It is poor economic theory that does not take into account the fact that economics should be seen as a subsystem of the ecosystem and the social system.


Many Appalachian women who live on family farms in isolated communities are part of an informal economy which is not included in the official labor force.  In addition to making crafts and bartering, rural women have traditionally produced income for their families from micro-sale farm production.  Specialized farm products such as fresh produce, fresh eggs, flowers, and berries are being produced by women and marketed at farmers’ markets, roadside stands, and small stores.  These micro-scale enterprises do not require expensive machinery; they allow the workers to work at home, and the businesses can be started and run by single proprietors.  Clearly, they have positive elements for sustainability.


It cannot be denied that America has a changing economic face.  In 1850, 60 percent of working people were employed by agriculture.  Now less than 2.7 percent of the workforce is directly engaged with farming.  Formerly in rural communities the money generated by small family farms circulated through the local economy four times.  There was economic strength in “the way things used to be.”  The operation of small microbusinesses by Appalachian farmers is a way of recovering some of that economic strength.


Practices such as the small farms microbusinesses can help us see what our theory or ideas should be.  Modern economic theory talks about “sustainable growth,” but there might be real social and environmental limits to growth measured by increasing increments of production, sales, and numbers of people employed.  Perhaps a better conversation would be about “sustainable development.”


Development does not necessarily mean growth, but it means progress.  Within a sustainable system like the one exemplified by the small farm operations in Appalachia, there is room for new configurations and improved methods that lead to development of new skills and new opportunities.  These economic changes build on unchanging values and the strength of a culture that has stood the test of time.  It is that vision of sustainable development that motivates and drives the activity of the Center for Economic Options.


West Virginia, like other rural regions all over America, has many economic disadvantages.  West Virginia is the second-most rural state in the country.  The per capita income in only $12,345, which is second lowest in the United States.  Nearly one-fourth of all West Virginians live below the poverty line.  This is the nation’s worst rate.


Too many efforts at development in the state have been large scale or short-lived.  Some communities have seen industries or factories start up which provide jobs in exchange for tax incentives, only to see those jobs disappear when the special advantages to the company are used up.  This is particularly true if the companies who locate operations in the state have no commitment to the local culture or to sustaining the communities in which they operate.


In the face of its economic disadvantages, West Virginia needs to look for development that is sustainable and that builds on the traditional activities and inherent strengths of its people.  The Center focuses on rural economic development that utilizes relatively untapped and future resources in Appalachia--women and low-income residents of rural communities.  For fourteen years, the Center has worked to improve the economic position of West Virginians.


The values that are embraced by the staff and board of the Center for Economic Options emphasize the importance of beginning from within.  The people of West Virginia are the first resource for economic development.  Each person struggling to better his or her position in today’s changing world is a valuable individual resource, and they combine to form strong economic potential when they work together in communities.  These West Virginians carry within them the appreciation of the heritage, traditions, and culture that are indispensable for real and sustainable development.  The Center works with people individually and in communities to help promote self-respect, self-determination, and self-sufficiency.


West Virginia, the only state entirely within the Appalachian region, faces the same challenges that all Appalachia faces: rugged, mountainous terrain which is expensive to develop, a sparse and isolated population, and a distrust of “modernity” on the part of its people.  The inflexibility of mountain traditions is both a challenge and an opportunity as is the strong and independent character of mountain people.


Part of the inflexibility of the region relates to the commitment of rural women to their families.  They are unwilling to leave homes they have established and maintained, yet they are often living in small rural communities that offer few jobs with wages high enough to lift a family out of poverty.  Many women are even more isolated because they live on family farms in mountainous areas.  Some of these women are the ones who have shown business enterprise by selling their produce and other goods.  With a little help, other women could profit from their example.


The Center for Economic Options provides various resources and incentives for women and other West Virginians, both those who have started and maintained their own small microbusiness and those who would like to find a way to become more financially secure.  The projects of the Center are enabling and supporting; they build on the indigenous strengths of the people whom they serve, and they provide information on existing models of economic success as well as generating new models that mean a higher degree of development.


The Appalachian Flower Network is an example of the way these positive elements in West Virginia’s economic landscape can combine and improve, providing new options for people and a sustainable economic future.

Structure


The Appalachian Flower Network was born in 1994.  It was a logical outcome of an initiative of the Center for Economic Options known as the Small Farms Business Project.  In November of 1991, the Center received a grant of $150,000 from the Ms. Foundation to develop a three-year project.  The Small Farms Business Project, which was funded by the grant, was created to encourage the development of microbusiness operations that focused on the production and marketing of specialty crops.


The goal of the grant project was to create jobs in rural areas of West Virginia by helping people to develop sustainable, income-generating small businesses.  The combination of expertise of existing rural entrepreneurs with the exploitation of a niche market seemed to fit perfectly with the values and goals of the Center.  The project built on community strengths and focused on products that could be marketed as uniquely Appalachian.


For the first two years of the Small Farms Business Project, the Center worked with owners of small farms producing such products as apples, herbs, and specialty food products.  The Center assumed the role of providing information, training, and technical assistance.  The staff also helped by referring these farmers to needed sources of supplies , and worked with them on the coordination of marketing services.


The Center served as an advocate, not only for these particular enterprises, but also for the idea that this was a model that could lead other small businesses to economic success.  The project was driven by the needs and interests of the people with the Center was working.  Since this project was to be sustainable over the long term, it was flexible so that it could develop on its own terms.  The Center was fortunate in having a funder who was willing to assume the same flexibility.


As the Small Farms Business Project grew and developed, there was a natural evolution toward a narrower product focus.  This seemed conducive to long term success and sustainability.  In 1994, the Center and the members of the project focused on creating an enterprise development network around one specialty product: Appalachian dried flowers.


People who were familiar with and involved in the original project in its first two years showed an interest in trying to develop dried flower products.  Twenty-seven home-based businesswomen from 15 of the state’s 55 counties became the first members of the Appalachian Flower Network.  Since then the network has grown to include nearly 90 growers, designers, and craftspeople engaged in producing and marketing dried flower products.


Dried flowers seem well-suited to the kind of microbusiness development that was the aim of the Small Farms Business Project for several reasons:


1)  Farming and growing flowers is part of the indigenous culture of rural West Virginia.  
Women have been doing this for years and their existing expertise would create a base of 
knowledge from which to work.


2)  This kind of business works well as home-based production.  It allows women 
economic opportunity without their having to contend with the problems of working 
outside the home such as childcare, traveling, and clothing expenses.


3)  The start-up costs for small-scale production of dried flower products is low and would 
enable more women to participate in this business enterprise.


4)  The nature of the product itself makes successful production easier that it is with many 
agricultural products.  Dried flowers have a long “shelf life.”  Correctly stored, dried 
flowers will last for months, enabling the grower to hold products for sale at a higher 
prices when supplies of certain varieties are low.  Dried flower products can also be made 
ahead of time in anticipation of peak buying seasons like holidays.


5)  Dried flowers are not subject to extensive processing and packaging regulations that 
apply to most agricultural products.

The Model

When the Small Farms Business Project narrowed its focus to small businesses in West Virginia producing dried flowers, the model chosen for its structure was a network.  Networks differ from traditional co-ops because they have no hierarchical governing structure.  Co-ops tend to have formal membership lists, elected governing bodies, and meetings where the consensus of the group dictates both the policies of the organization and the levels of involvement required.


The members of the evolving Appalachian Flower Network wanted an organization that allowed them to choose on a case-by-case basis which activities they wanted to be a part of.  The network structure could accommodate an “easy-in, easy-out” mode of participation without losing the basic idea of cooperation among members.


The network rather than the co-op model suited the value and needs of the people with whom the Center was working.  Networks are more egalitarian than co-ops, not having a controlling hub or center, but consisting of nodes of equal value arranged in a net of connecting equal partners.  This proved to be the correct model for the emerging Appalachian Flower Network.


For ultimate sustainability, the board and staff of the Center for Economic Options felt that it was important that they should not be the controlling element, but that the network members themselves would be responsible for the success of the enterprise network and, at the same time, would be instrumental in deciding how the model and activities of the network would develop.  The Center’s obligation was to figure out how it could best help to generate this kind of egalitarian network.

Setting the Stage
   
The Center sponsored two conferences early in 1994 to set the stage for the emerging network.  The theme of both conferences was “Dried Flowers as a Business.”  On January 15, 32 interested people met in Flatwoods, West Virginia to hear two speakers and explore the feasibility of a network.


The first speaker, Andy Hankins, was an agricultural specialist with West Virginia University and coordinator of a small cooperative of traditional farmers who are expanding their operations to include dried flowers products.  He shared his extensive knowledge of production techniques as well as the marketing strategies that were being developed by this newly formed co-op group of flower growers.


Mike Wallace, owner and operator of Woodcreek Farm in Cygnet, Ohio, was the other featured speaker.  Wallace and his wife, Chris, began their successful dried flower business with a half-acre of flowers ten years ago.  They now produce on 40 acres and are a major buyer and seller of dried flowers, herbs, and greenhouse plants.  


The second statewide conference was held in March, also in Flatwoods.  This time 80 people attended.  Ruth and Glen Moore and Edith Knowlton of Heritage Farm in Middlebourne, West Virginia, shared their cultivation and business expertise and demonstrated some design techniques.  Lee and Liki Shields who own Shields Flower Farm in Spraggs, Pennsylvania, also spoke at this conference.  The Shields grow an extensive variety of herbs and flowers on their seven acre farm, and they have their own home-based retail shop.


These two conferences were a blend of theory and production technology.  To further help conference participants with the agricultural needs and marketing possibilities in a small business of growing and selling dried flowers, the staff of the Center prepared a packet of materials.  The information included the basics of cultivation, some harvest and drying techniques, a guide to market strategies, a listing of West Virginia fair and festival guidelines, and a list of florists in the state who were interested in purchasing dried flowers.

Putting the Network in Context

As the staff gathered materials and became more familiar with the range of activities involved in creating and sustaining a network of dried flower growers, they thought that this information would be helpful to other organizations.  Staff members made two presentations on the idea of the network, one at the West Virginia Direct Marketing Association conference in February of 1994, and one at the West Virginia Herb Association meeting in June.


At these conferences, the Center shared the concept used in the development of the Appalachian Flower Network.  The focus was on explaining the desirability and sustainability of a flexible network of small-scale flower producers engaged in by its members for the purposes of information and resource sharing.  This seemed to be a model that could be applied in other contexts and other organizations.


Even though the network wasn’t designed to be a co-op, cooperation was a vital concern for overall success.  While it might be difficult for one producer to grow all the varieties needed to make attractive and marketable arrangements, a network of growers in cooperation with each other could produce both the variety and the numbers needed for finished products.  Since small growers with limited available labor could not hope to fill large orders in a timely, professional way, there needed to be participation by multiple growers in the actual production of items that would be ready to market.  This insight proved to be very accurate as the Center moved to the market study stage of the project.

Processes

As the Appalachian Flower Network began to take form, the Center and members of the network collaborated in some marketing studies in various contexts and locations.  The Center staff members took advantage of the talents and production capabilities of the network members to make these marketing studies much more than surveys.  The Center staff used its resources to model the kind of preparation and cooperation that would be needed for the network itself to take advantage of various types of markets available to West Virginia small businesses.


Each of the three projects provided vital information about the possible markets for the products of the network, and also gave members who were new to the world of operating small businesses valuable experience in planning and selling techniques.  The three studies have helped to determine the on-going and future direction of profitable marketing for members of the network.

The Festival Market Study


Like many other states, West Virginia has a number of small fairs and festivals throughout the state during the year.  The West Virginia Pumpkin Festival in Milton, which is held every October, was chosen as the most convenient and feasible for participation of network members in a market study conducted by the Center.


The annual attendance at the Pumpkin Festival is 35,000.  This event provided an opportunity for network members to get ideas about product presentation, cost analysis, and marketing strategy.  It was also important for members who had never participated in such an event to know which products people might be interested in and how the public would respond to their individual designs and packaging.


The Center assumed responsibility for all stages of the planning, scheduling, and record keeping.  Guidelines for participation were set up by Center staff, but it was determined that quality control of the products would be dictated only by the market.  The Center did not impose arbitrary standards of design quality, and network members were free to enter for sale any products that they wanted to try.


The Center developed a timetable of activities.  Network members who wanted to participate signed a letter agreeing to provide a list of products they wanted to supply, and to bring the properly-packaged items to the Center at the designated time.  Members were not required to actually attend the festival or to help in the booth, but were compensated if they chose to do so.  Network members used inventory tags the Center supplied to facilitate tracking of participants’ individual sales.  The Center staff transported the flower products to the festival, and at least one staff member was in the sales booth at all times during the three days.


Nine members of the network participated in the festival by supplying products and eleven assisted in retail selling at the booth during the three-day event.  Network members were able to discuss technical questions on flower varieties and production techniques.  Sales for each network member were tracked by the inventory tags the Center had developed for use at the event.  Each member who supplied products had a complete picture on an inventory ledger of how well his or her products would do in this kind of market under a cooperative arrangement.  A 200 square foot space was available for display of the flowers and arrangements.  Tabulated sales figures indicated the items that customers liked best:
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A customer survey conducted during the three days was aimed at identifying interest in this market for dried flower products and in dried flower products in general.  Customers who purchased one of the products on display were asked to complete a survey asking how often they buy flower products, from what outlets they usually buy, what varieties they buy, what products they want but can’t find, and whether they were most interested in quality, variety, or price.  They were also asked to indicate their interest in flowers produced in West Virginia.


Potential customers who did not buy at the festival were asked to complete a different survey asking what they liked about the products displayed, what products they had purchased in the past from other outlets, what they might have been looking for that was not available at the booth, and whether they would consider future purchases.  These non-buyers were also asked about their interest in buying West Virginia products.


Twenty-eight percent of people surveyed buy flowers from craft shops and 37 percent buy from retail stores.  People were most interested in quality and price and less interested in variety.  They liked the high quality of the items displayed and 97 percent said that they would buy West Virginia dried flowers.


Overall assessment of the Festival Market Study showed that (a) festivals and fairs are accessible to owners of dried flower businesses; (b) West Virginia festivals provide a market for producers of varying levels and capacity since bunches and bouquets sold well; (c) festival marketing is very labor intensive and requires a large inventory, meaning network members should combine efforts in trying to enter this market, and (d) the promotion of “West Virginia Grown” is an effective marketing tool.

The Corporate Marketing Study

For the second market study, the Center identified a bank with branch offices across the state as a potential customer and contracted with them to deliver an order of high-quality dried flower wreaths for corporate holiday gift giving.  Eight network members were asked to submit designs that would be in the price range of $25-$50.  The bank chose three designs from those submitted.  All the materials for the wreaths were things that could be grown in West Virginia.


The Center developed an order form for the wreaths with color pictures of each, giving the title of the design, size, and price.  Information on the reverse side of the form told the branch bank customers what the Center was, what the network was, the nature of the market study, and the nature of the products.  “West Virginia Grown” was emphasized.


Once the orders were completed, the Center compiled a list of materials needed to produce the number of wreaths requested.  Six network members supplied about half of the materials for the wreaths with supplementary supplies coming from local wholesale suppliers.  Materials were shipped to the Center’s Charleston office where they were assembled into manufacturing “kits.”


Those members of the network who were interested in helping manufacturer the finished products were trained by the network members whose designs had been chosen.  The members whose designs were chosen were awarded $200 each for their design and the training they provided.  At the end of the training session, the wreaths that had been produced were critiqued by a local artisan for quality and consistency with the original designs.


Trainees who met the quality standards were given the materials to complete specific items of the corporate order.  The work was done in their homes; they were reimbursed for travel expenses to and from the Center for training and order delivery.  Twelve members of the network participated in this project.  The wreaths were delivered to the Center by the assigned date, where they were checked again for quality and consistency with the originals.  Two of the designers of the originals helped to complete the order along with three apprentices who had been trained.  Sales for the orders were as follows: 
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The total gross sales represented approximately a 25 percent margin above the cost of materials.


The project showed that West Virginia growers could produce a variety of flowers for large-order manufacturing.  It also indicated that “value-added” products are suitable for home-based manufacture.  (Value-added products are those having components beyond the elements in the wholesale products such as design and additional assembly labor.)


The market study showed that corporate customers could be important and profitable markets for small businesses if they collaborate in producing West Virginia products.  However, it is also showed that the availability of raw materials for large orders may be problematic and that quality standards are needed for all products.

The Showcase Market Study


The Appalachian Flower Network Showcase held at the University of Charleston in November of 1995 was a “by invitation only” event.  Again, the Center assumed the responsibility of coordinating the market study.  Money was also provided to cover the considerable expenses connected with this kind of event.  It was determined that this would be a “first class” outing for network members in every way.  Products were to be showcased for people connected to upscale outlets like hotels, restaurants, and large corporations.


Members of the network were notified of the opportunity to participate early in the spring so that would have enough lead time to prepare the products they might want to exhibit.  The Center wanted the event to be housed in pleasing aesthetic surroundings that were easily accessible to Charleston business people and where they would feel comfortable.  The rotunda in the university’s Riggleman Hall is a location that hosts many such events; invited guests were most likely familiar with it.


The staging of the products was also a concern.  To make sure arrangements were shown to their best advantage, the Center wanted to provide the proper display platforms and adequate lighting.  A local floral designer volunteered to serve as the artistic director and designer for the showcase.


More than 600 businesses and individuals were on the invitation list.  The Center received 294 responses, of which 169 were acceptances.  To insure good general awareness of the showcase, a media plan was developed and implemented six weeks prior to the date of the event.  News releases and news packets were produced.  A local television station did a live broadcast from the event and interviewed participants on air, and a local newspaper did a feature story on one of the AFN businesses and the event.


The printed program produced for the showcase contained contact and product information on the AFN businesses participating in the showcase.  Portraits of the participants were on display at the event.  This helped the guests who attended to identify the network members.


The Center hired a local professional lighting firm to provide lighting that would show the products well.  Those involved in the event, including network members, were appreciative of this added touch of quality and felt that it was worth the expense.


Appropriate props were borrowed from a variety of sources, and a crew was hired to transport them and set them up.  The university’s catering service was engaged to provide hor d’oeuvres.  A local musician was hired to provide entertainment.


The Center helped with the development of order forms that were supplied to each participant.  The network members had their own business materials available at the showcase including business cards, flyers, and price lists.  They attended the event prepared to discuss their businesses, products, and the Appalachian Flower Network with invited guests who were there.


Appalachian Flower Network members felt that the timing of the event was good in terms of product harvest.  The exposure to new and potential customers was beneficial.  Each participant averaged three new business contacts as a result of the showcase.  The event was a good indicator of the profitability of marketing dried flowers to wholesale and retail buyers in this kind of context.


A post-showcase critique done by Center staff and the artistic consultant showed that minor adjustments would make this kind of event more efficient, but overall evaluations of the showcase were positive.  However, one of the participants who responded to an evaluation form felt that there was some confusion as to whether the event was designed for direct sales that evening or merely for contacts leading to future sales.  The market study was helpful in making network members aware of the amount of effort, planning, and cooperation needed for a successful event on the scale of this one.

Research


In 1995 to further help the staff know how to advise the network participants on improvement of productivity and marketing skills, the Center commissioned a feasibility study.  The study was done by Marketing Solutions, Inc, a business consulting firm in West Virginia’s eastern panhandle.  The conclusions of this study indicated:


1)  Retail markets provided the greatest opportunity for dried flower growers


2)  The main suppliers were in California; West Virginia had the potential to supply the 
mid-Atlantic region more cost efficiently


3)  An overwhelming majority of customers surveyed were interested in working with West 
Virginia producers

Technical Assistance

In addition to the three market studies, research activities, and trainings of various kinds for network members, the Center staff has provided on-going technical assistance and information.  The Center publishes and maintains a directory of Appalachian Flower Network members.  They helped one of the members, Tiana Smith, publish a newsletter that was issued a number of times in the first two years of the network’s operation.  Funds from the Center also helped finance members’ participation in Association of Specialty Cut Flower Growers national conferences, including sending three members to the conference in 1996 which provided special workshops on dried flowers.

Information Services

· Developing a comprehensive library of resource information including books, newsletters, periodicals, and directories for network education initiative

· Providing a record keeping system to track costs, profits, and specific variety yields for the purpose of planning future production capacity

· Producing a directory listing all network members and the products they grow

· Compiling information packages on dried flowers developed through contact with an international market that included more than 20 varieties, their origins, and the yields for each variety

· Sharing the revisions of state and federal regulations regarding production, sales, packaging, labeling, and grading requirements for small scale herb production

· Providing Association of Specialty Cut Flower Growers conference materials to all network members

· Developing a database directory of all dried flower varieties being produced by the Appalachian Flower Network and sharing this report will all members

· Sharing tax liability information

· Providing price lists for packaging and flower preservative materials

· Providing a list of potential bookkeepers for home-based herb business owners to the West Virginia Herb Association

· Providing AFN members with the West Virginia University Extension Service information on cultivation and pest control technical assistance for growers.

All these information services help network members keep in touch with each other, be aware of techniques they might employ, and know what state and federal regulations require of them.

Advocacy

The Center has served as an advocate for the Appalachian Flower Network and its members in a variety of ways.  Network members were encouraged to list themselves in the Small Business Development Center’s Women-Owned Business Directory.


Center staff worked with members of the network, the West Virginia Department of Agriculture, and the West Virginia Parkways Authority to streamline the jurying process that is used to access Parkways markets.  These markets are located at rest stops along West Virginia’s Interstate highway system.  The Center arranged four special jurying dates for AFN members.


A special reduced membership fee for the Association of Specialty Cut Flower Growers was negotiated for novice growers in the Appalachian Flower Network.  Center staff also advocated successfully for the removal of some of the barriers to small businesses for network members.  This included revising complicated information made available by state and federal agencies and helping to simplify procedures for applying for agricultural loans.


Members of the Center staff represented the organization and the Appalachian Flower Network at the West Virginia “Agriculture Day at the Legislature.”  The Center assumed an important role as advocate for the network, at the same time helping the members themselves gain experience in this kind of needed advocacy.

Grants and Loans

The staff made businesses aware of the availability of grant funds from various sources.  The Center functioned as a conduit for information on grants and loans as well as technical consultant to individual members who wished to explore these sources of business funding.


While the Center and its staff have brought these varied services to the network and its members, the decisions and energy required for long term success ultimately rest with the members themselves.  It is the people who form and fashion the network; the design of the network depends on the growers as much as the design of the products depends on their creativity, initiative, and expertise.

People

Charlotte Chandler, Honey of an Herb Farm

Charlotte Chandler’s business started when she won a bet with her husband about which member of her family would visit them first when they married.  He built her a small herb bed when she won the bet.  But her dream of owning and operating a dried flower business really began long before that when, as a young girl, she admired wild flowers and wanted to preserve their beauty.


Charlotte and her husband Joe presently grow on less than one-half acre of land.  Her flowers and herbs are spread over the hillside behind her house in beds and other arrangements of varying sizes.  She has two greenhouses where she cultivates her seed plants; plants sales comprise more than one half of her business.  She supplies plants to five retail outlets and sells dried flowers to a Charleston floral shop.


Three years ago, Charlotte and Joe went to a West Virginia Herb Association conference where they heard a Center staff member make a presentation about the Appalachian Flower Network that was just getting off the ground.  You might say that Chandler’s business “grew up” with the network.


Charlotte has taken classes offered through the network and participated in the Pumpkin Festival market study as well as the showcase at the University of Charleston.  However, the biggest boost to her business was the first Appalachian Small Business Expo which the Center co-sponsored in 1996.  It was through this means that she gained long-time customers.  She says that she has learned from her mistakes along the way, adjusting her pricing and designs to fit what the market would accommodate.


Charlotte has also profited from the experience of other members of the network.  Even she herself did not go to the conference in Colorado, she used information gained there by her colleagues to refine her technique of using glycerin to preserve leaves and flowers.  She had not been able to get the glycerin to work without mildewing until she found out that the mixture needed to be kept warm.  Charlotte experimented with her crockpot to get the temperature and the process right.  This use of things at hand shows the same ingenuity that you can see in the use of the shady, hilly land on which she grows.


There is an advantage in being able to work at home, Charlotte feels.  She and Joe also decided that they did not want to go heavily into debt to sustain their business.  The Center helped arrange for microloans of amounts as small as $5,000 through the West Virginia Department of Agriculture, and the Chandlers were able to take advantage of that.


The Chandlers want their operation to stay small so that they can control the quality of what they do.  They are committed to using organic growing means, though they have not been able to stick strictly to that yet.  They are also interested in growing and marketing plants that are native to West Virginia.  Charlotte says that there are 78 species of fern that grow in the state; she showed us seven of those varieties in just one of her landscaped plots.


Operating a small flower business is not an easy life.  Charlotte works 12 to 14 hours days in the spring when the farm is in full operation.  She has plans to expand by landscaping the rest of their three and a half acres in order to develop a business that pays well enough to allow her husband to phase out his job as a stone mason.


In this past year, their third of operation, they passed the break-even point financially.  Charlotte and Joe look toward a future vision of a tour farm where people will come and see the plants being grown.  They realize that this would take a lot of advertising to let people know where Honey of an Herb Farm is and how to get there.


Charlotte says that the network has functioned well for them, following through on the promise of contacts to markets and providing a way to share resources and information.  It would be helpful, she feels, to have had the financial resources in place at the start.  She also thinks the network could have profited from having at least one member who was operating a long-term successful business on a larger scale to provide a model and a source of more authoritative information for beginning businesses.

Lilie Hage, Field Harvest
     
Lilie Hage is an artist who makes flower and plant designs that are unique.  Each one of a kind piece, she says, is a part of herself and reveals both what is in her heart and her love of God.  Lilie has only been is business for a year, and her style of doing business is as unique as her designs.


As an example of her faith, she has persevered in getting her artwork juried into the Cultural Center, the agricultural department’s Christmas shop, and Tamarack, a tourist Center near Beckley, West Virginia.  She says that people either love her work at first sight or they don’t see what she is trying to do at all.  Fortunately, there are quite a few people who did see the art in her creations and respond to them.  She has placed her work at an art store near her home in Milton and is one of the artists whose work will be displayed at a new store in the Charleston Town Center.


Lilie and her husband operate a day camp for troubled young people on a 105 acre farm.  She began decorating the old house on the farm with arrangements of weeds taken from the land.  Her art has grown from that beginning.  She uses all kinds of different materials for her work, many of which are brought to her by the young people or given to her by friends.  She is looking for interesting colors or arrangements.  Lilie grows and harvests a small amount of traditional dried flowers, but her most impressive products are those involving unusual plants or grasses.


Lilie usually arranges materials when they are freshly cut and then allows them to dry naturally.  However, she does have a small drying shed behind her home which she says is her sanctuary, “a little piece of heaven.”  She often gives away her art pieces to people who have admired them or for whom they have special meaning.  That is just one part of the giving nature of her life.  She gives any money that she makes from her art back into the ministry she and her husband conduct.


Since everything that she makes is one of a kind, Lilie has had some problems coming up with packaging.  One of her greatest challenges was to find the professional-looking packaging demanded by her outlets, but packaging that would not detract from her natural creations.  She has managed to solve that problem temporarily, but is still looking for better ways to display her work in a retail setting.


Lilie says that she is lucky in that she does not need to make money from her “business.”  That doesn’t mean that she has no plans for how her operation might grow.  She envisions a new drying area in a room that now serves as a bedroom in her house.  She would like to build an addition onto the front of the house as well.  She and her husband have just finished a small greenhouse in which she hopes to grow flowers and vegetables all year.


Like any artist, Lilie wants the world to see her work.  She is looking for new outlets all the time.  When we spoke with her, she was waiting to see if her work would be accepted into the West Virginia Juried Art Exhibition at the Division of Culture and History.  Better Homes and Gardens just bought three growing tips from her that will be published in the magazine.  She would like to try to sell designs to Hallmark.


Lilie’s interest in the kind of art she makes goes back to her school days when a teacher had the class bring in natural elements and make designs from them.  That sense of the beauty of natural things has certainly stayed with her and informs all her creations.


Her involvement with the Appalachian Flower Network dates back to a year ago when she did ten arrangements for an order from the Claude Worthington Benedum Foundation.  She says this allowed her to realize enough money to deal with her packaging problem and, more importantly, to meet the people in the network who also supplied arrangements to fill the order.  What she likes about the concept of a small growing and designing business is that a person can start with nothing.  She feels everyone has some creative ability that will allow them to earn a living.


The network has helped Lilie find outlets for her work.  She was assisted in gaining entry into the Putnam County Lawn and Garden Show, and a garden show at the Cultural Center.  While she has been able to find some retail outlets on her own initiative, Lilie is grateful for the help of the network in extending the range and number of places she can display her art.

Tiana Smith, Sweet Annie’s Farms


Tiana Smith feels that it was the Appalachian Flower Network that brought her to where she and her husband, David Kieffer, are now in their business.  The network gave them information on how to start and operate a business, but perhaps more significantly, she says, they gained the courage they needed to market their products.


Tiana and her husband were both paramedics.  She had always packaged the herbs she grew for PTA sales and craft shows.  People encouraged her to turn this hobby into a business.  She quit her job to give it a try.  The first year of growing on their 10 acre farm Milton was nearly a break-even operation, but the second year they tried to grow and sell flowers was disastrous.  The weather didn’t cooperate and at the end of the year, they found that they had lost $6,000.  They felt a traditional dried flower business was not going to be successful for them.


Last October, Tiana and David began to make pumpkin butter.  They thought that it would be a successful product for the annual Pumpkin Festival in Milton, but did not expect much beyond that.  To their surprise, it kept selling.  They thought that it might be a live product through Christmas, but surely not beyond.  It kept selling.


They found themselves marketing pumpkin butter at the Ripley Arts and Crafts Fair in July and selling out of it there as well.  Since then, Tiana and David have moved into making and marketing other jar products, experimenting with new combinations for preserves to give interesting tastes.


They recently rented a small building in downtown Milton that will serve as a commercial kitchen and retail outlet.  Up until they acquired this space, they had been bottling their products at a facility owned by someone else since they do not have city water at their farm.  The health department requires producers to use treated water for commercial production.


While David and Tiana are no longer flower producers, they credit the network for giving help when they needed it.  This help included not only information about how to start and operate and small business, but also the courage needed for marketing.  Sweet Annie’s Farm products are now available at retail outlets like the Tamarack tourist center and Nail City in Wheeling, West Virginia.


Tiana says that small business owners must be chronic gamblers with a risk mentality.  Even if you have a business plan, it is only good for as long as it works.  She feels that you can’t stick to a plan if it means that you pass up opportunities that can help your business grow faster.


The changes in their business indicate their willingness to go where the market leads.  Tiana says she regrets having to give up flower production in some ways.  It was her first love, and it allowed her and David to work at home.  Flower production didn’t involve the stricter health department requirements they are facing as they branch out into food products.  However, both Tiana and David are ready to go where the best chance of success is.


Even though you must follow the dictates of the market, Tiana says, there is still a sense in which you must be proud of your own work and not care whether or not anyone else likes it.  Her feelings about this echo those of her colleagues and friends in the network.  For each of them, the work that they do in producing marketable wholesale and retail items is more than a business.  Each person puts some of himself or herself into the finished product.


The personal investment of the network members makes this kind of “cottage industry” a typical owner-operated small business.  The creative entrepreneurship perhaps makes Tiana and David’s business somewhat atypical.


The husband and wife team who run Sweet Annie’s Farms has high expectations and goals for the business.  Tiana wants to place products in out of state retail markets.  She has her eye on a specialty, upscale supermarket chain in California as an outlet.  It would probably be a good gamble to bet they will attain this latest goal.

Cindy Yost, Sunset Hollow Farm

Cindy and Jeff Yost have operated a small farm for 12 years.  In that time, they have worked with cattle, hay, vegetables, and now, flowers.  Though the total farm is 119 acres of what Cindy calls “fairly flat land by West Virginia standards,” they have just approximately one third of an acre sown in flowers.  However, that is not a small plot by any means, since they put out 3,000 plants in May, 1997.


Cindy buys her seeds form a greenhouse in Ohio.  She also harvests and processes West Virginia wildflowers.  The Yost’s flower business makes a profit; in fact, Cindy says they make more money growing flowers than they did producing hay.  They have sold their haying equipment and turned the barn into housing for two large drying sheds for flowers.


They Yosts have tried to make their business successful without the aid of outside financing.  Their main markets are several Huntington florists shops, who, Cindy says, will buy almost anything she produces.  Cindy periodically loads up her van with her products and makes the rounds of her regular customers.  Her crop decisions are somewhat guided by the demand, but also by what she likes herself.  She frequently wants to try out new items, and her customers trust her judgment so that she almost always comes back with an empty van, having sold all her wares.


Cindy’s vision for their business is that it would eventually become the family source of livelihood.  She likes the idea of working at home and of doing something she enjoys and feels is creative.


The Yosts came into the Appalachian Flower Network three years ago wanting to know what could be done in the way of a small business operation marketing dried flowers.  Cindy’s training and background were in business administration.  Coupled with this expertise, the Yosts already had a good basic knowledge of how to run a business on their farm, but the Center and the network had the other pieces of the puzzle about what to grow and how to market.  The Center also provided valuable workshop training.  Cindy was one of three people who went to the Association of Specialty Cut Flower Growers annual conference in Denver.  In fact, her extensive planting this year was partly a result of her winning $100 worth of seeds at this conference.  Cindy feels that the Center has played a crucial role in this kind of financial support, and also in the amount of staff time and resources they have contributed to the network.


While the network has been successful for some growers, others have drifted away to their own devices, Cindy says.  Some of the original members have given up on the idea of flowers as a viable small business.  When the network began, everyone who participated was at the same level.  Cindy feels it might have been more valuable had there been members at different stages of their business.


There is currently no major grower or designer in the network.  Attracting new members who have established businesses would be a real asset, Cindy says.  But the network needs new people who are just starting out in business as well.  This mix of levels would contribute to the overall health of the network she feels.


Cindy is a member of a four-person steering committee appointed to study the future direction of the network.  She currently feels the greatest need is joint advertising to promote cost efficient marketing.  One way this could be accomplished would be the for network to develop a directory similar to those for bed and breakfast businesses.  Such a publication could identify growers and the products they have available.  Wide distribution of a directory would the area of marketing for all members of the network.


Cindy would also like to see the network develop a standard series of training workshops for growers at all levels of expertise.  Such ambitious undertakings would need to be financed in some way.  Cindy feels the network is moving in the direction of an association with more formal membership.  Commitment to the network would involve membership dues that could be used to finance the projects that seem to Cindy to be important if the network is to continue to develop.


These profiles of four members of the Appalachian Flower Network indicate the diversity of both the personalities and the businesses that are represented in the network.  However, there are also striking similarities.


Each network member employs a creative approach to growing, product design, and marketing.  Each has taken certain risks in order to fulfill what, in some cases, is a lifelong dream of operating a small business from their homes.  Each sees the positive elements of their involvement in the network so far.


However, each of the people profiled here sees that there is a need for a future direction that will allow the natural evolution of the network.  They want it to grow into something that can benefit the present members even more than it already has and can prove attractive to others that are potential members.  The vision of the network members is not limited to their own personal needs or the financial needs of their businesses.  They are committed to the same sort of values that gave rise to the original project; the preservation of indigenous culture, the development of real support systems, the sustainability of long-term business success, and the on-going, flexible development of a mutually advantageous network.

Directions


As the Appalachian Flower Network moves into the next stage of development, the network members and the Center staff are concerned with providing for more long-term sustainability.  Many of the initial members have drifted away from the network, and, while they remain on the mailing list, they have not become participants in the activities or meetings of the network.  Those who are looking at the next phase of planning for the network want to find a way to create the terms of a meaningful membership.  This will allow people to decide whether they are serious about participation.


In the past, the Center for Economic Options assumed a leading role in planning and implementing events.  This is clearly evident in the amount of staff time and Center money that was invested in the three market studies.  The Center has also been the initiating force for calling together the network in quarterly meetings, for producing a directory of members, and for helping members find ways to share information and growing techniques.


While this large role for the Center may have been appropriate for a fledgling organization, it is probably not the best way for the network to realize its true potential.  Network members are moving toward a structure that will allow true “ownership” of the process for those who are involved in it.  The members themselves are devising ways whereby they will be planning the events the network will undertake.  They will also determine, outline, and specify the meaning of “membership.”


It has always been the intent of the Center that the network would become more self-sufficient.  Who should know better than the people in the network what kind of training, marketing events, and requirement for membership would be appropriate?  It would not be in the best interests of the Center or the network for the relationship to continue unchanged.  The network, while it began as a project of the Center should evolve into an entity of its own.


Ivy Wallace, who worked with the Appalachian Flower Network during her tenure of employment at the Center, feels the time is right for Center staff to assume a new role vis-à-vis the network.  She envisions an advisory role for the Center rather than one of active implementation they have been playing.


Is the network ready to assume ultimate responsibility for its perpetuation and growth?  Several signs indicate that it is.  A turning point in the process came when the three network members attended the national conference in Denver.  Ruthie Knabb, Denise Arnold, and Cindy Yost came back from the Colorado conference with something to share.  Attendance at the conference was accompanied with a high expectation of what they would give back to the network for having been given the opportunity to go.  Ruthie, Denise, and Cindy came back from the conference with the feeling that the network was a real thing--seeming to have this feeling in a way they had never had it before.  This has been apparent in their conversation and their heightened thinking about the possibilities of the network’s development.


These three women, along with Charlotte Chandler, now form the new steering committee for the network.  They are participating in a series of meetings with Center staff members to work on clarification of the idea and structure of the network.  While the time is right for a more independent action by network members, the Center continues to be a vital component in its future success.


As the steering committee of the network and the Center coordinators of the project work together on the future development of the network, the members are recovering a sense of the original intent.  Since it grew out of the Small Farms Business Project, the intent was that the network was more about running a successful small business than about growing flowers.


An additional component of the rethinking of the network is a project entered into with Dr. John Wallace of Marshall University’s business department.  Dr Wallace began the project intending to organize “inter-firm comparison business clinics” for network members.  Wallace has conducted such clinics in the past to help people who are operating related businesses see where they should stand in relation to their colleagues in similar operations.  However, as the proposed study began, it became apparent that most of the network members did not have a comprehensive record keeping system that would allow such comparisons.


Because of that factor, the proposed inter-firm comparison project was adjusted.  The four steering committee members are now working with Wallace on the development of a training manual which will be a blend of principles and case studies.  The members of the steering committee are helping to develop and write this manual, and when it is completed, they will use it in training workshops that will help their colleagues in the network to make better business decisions.


Most of the currently active network members are interested in seeing their business income grow from the $10,000 range to the $25,000-$30,000 range.  The business training workshops will help them see how business plans can be adjusted to make an operation more profitable.


Cottage industries are especially susceptible to the phenomenon know as “self-exploitation.”  While owner/operators of small businesses are not being exploited by employers who pay low wages, they are, in effect, exploiting themselves because their profit margin is not large enough to compensate for the many hours they spend in labor.


While the members of the Appalachian Flower Network feel there are compensating advantages in running a business without having to leave home, there is a sense in which it is not good business unless you are making enough to “pay” yourself adequately for your labor.  The business training that will result from the development and use of the manual will help network members to evaluate their endeavors in a more realistic way.  Through resolution of case studies, the training will also help them learn ways to structure their operations more efficiently in order to make the most profit possible from what they do.


This new training project and the re-examination of the network’s goals and meaning will lead those members who are committed to its success into the next few years of its life.  With the Center for Economic Options serving as a continuing helping organization and advisor, the potential for sustainable development is great.

